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ABSTRACT
Joseph Conrad Is usually studied in the English 
tradition of the novel although the nature of his fiction 
reveals more affinities with European literature than 
with the English tradition. What becomes most evident 
when reading Conrad is the hignly symbolic nature of his 
prose, a prose which always remains faithful to the de­
tails of the surface while at the same time convincing 
the reader that the surface is not the whole truth. Be­
cause they reject the surface as the total reality, both 
Conrad and the French Symbolists address themselves to 
the inner consciousness and unconsciousness of man. It 
is in this exploration of the soul of man that affinities 
are evident between Conrad and the Symbolists.
Conrad has literary affinities in aesthetic theory 
and imagery to Rimbaud and Baudelaire, both of whom we 
can be sure Conrad had read. In aesthetic theory Conrad's 
idea of the poet as seer and of the artist's purpose— "to 
make you see"— has a parallel in Rimbaud's notion of 
"voyance." Also, Conrad's insistence on the "magic sug­
gestiveness" of art has a parallel in Baudelaire's idea 
of correspondence, which states that there is a spiritual 
principle contained in all matter. Then, both Conrad and
iv
the Symbolists employ a night journey motif to symbolize 
the artist's descent into the unconscious. Finally, Con­
rad's emphasis on "magic suggestiveness" leads him to 
achieve his effect by a frequent use of occult imagery.
By references to magic, sorcery, witchcraft, spiritism, 
and demonic possession, Conrad, more than either Rimbaud 
or Baudelaire, creates an evocative art which creates the 
very spiritual presences it seeks to explore.
The first part of this study is a survey of the 
tradition in which Conrad wrote, a tradition which in­
cludes French, Russian, and English literature. It is 
evident from Conrad's own statements that the English 
and French traditions are closest to him. He was aware 
not only of the French Symbolist tradition, but that his 
own work went beyond Symbolist theory. Conrad's own use 
of symbolic language is examined in the second part of 
this study. Like the Symbolists, Conrad believed that 
art must always suggest rather than explicitly state.
In the third part of this study the night Journey 
motif as a means of exploring the unconscious is related 
to the essentially inward descent of the artist who in 
Journeying into himself undergoes a purgation and an­
nihilation of his normal modes of perception in order
v
to arrive at an understanding of his art. The aesthetic 
process is then discussed in Conrad's Heart of Darkness. 
The Shadow Line. The Nigger of the Narcissus, and "The 
Secret Sharer," and in Rimbaud's "Le Bateau ivre" and 
Baudelaire's "Le Voyage." The last part of this study 
treats the occult Imagery in Conrad in order to explain 
how Conrad achieved his particular suggestiveness in 
Heart of Darkness. The Shadow Line. The Nigger of the 
Narcissus, and "Karain,"
vi
Give me the right word and the right accent 
and I will move the world.
Joseph Conrad, A Personal Record
vil
INTRODUCTION
This study began with a "feeling"— not an emotional 
attitude, but rather an intuition— that there were 
similarities between the poetry of the French Symbolists 
and the novels of Joseph Conrad, I say, "feeling," 
because that is precisely what led me to search for some 
degree of evidence that there was a basis in fact for 
claiming am affinity between Conrad and the Symbolists.
I say, "feeling," also because Conrad was concerned about 
how true inner sensations were rendered, and Baudelaire 
felt that the power of feeling was essential to great 
art. Because both Conrad and Baudelaire were concerned 
with "feeling," it is necessary to explore a particular 
feeling their works convey.
Both Conrad and the Symbolists convey a certain 
sense of eerlness, mistiness, and mysteriousness that 
leaves the reader a bit uneasy— uneasy not as a result 
of any lack of artistic craftsmanship, but uneasy in the 
sense that the literary work has stirred unknown feelings, 
given shape to others vaguely understood, and at times 
has expressed quite exactly those hidden, spiritual 
motions which occur at a level where, as Verlaine says, 
the exact and the undefined combine. The feelings evoked 
by Symbolist art are thus elementali that is, they arise 
out of the very shadowy area of human nature where the
1
2human spiritual capacity enables a man to sense acutely 
his oim precariousness.
Conrad and the Symbolists are not alone In causing 
this feeling of uneasiness. A similar feeling can be 
associated with the reading of Emily Bronte, Hawthorne,
Poe, or Coleridge, all of whom bring to life that world 
of dark inclinations which so pointedly remind a man 
how much of his life exists In shadows and how rare are 
moments of true light. When the artist addresses himself 
to such a region within man, his job becomes one of 
Illuminating areas of darkness so as to render truth 
visible for a moment. I believe that Conrad has affinities 
with the Symbolists because both he and they are artists 
of the soul In a very conscious sense. In knowing the 
soul and In bringing It Into the light of the imagination, 
they succeed In giving the reader a new power of sight.
CHAPTER I 
CONRAD'S TRADITION
To speak of the tradition of Joseph Conrad, whose 
literary output spans the years from 1889 to 1922, is 
to place his work into an established literary context 
which in no way restricts either his influence on later 
writers or limits his sources to a few authors. One of 
the problems in dealing with the origin, nature, and 
range of Conrad's art is to find a precise literary 
tradition in which he might be better understood. To 
search for a tradition, then, is not to insist that Conrad 
is strictly a member of any so-called "school," but rather 
to emphasize that Conrad, like any artist, can often be 
better understood and appreciated if studied in relation 
to some literary movement. The fact is, however, that 
Conrad remains a thoroughly individual writer. He seldom 
mentions any specific Influences, and when he does, his 
references are vague. Nowhere does he ever state that 
he conceives of himself as being a part of an established 
tradition or a founder of a future one. Throughout his 
critical works he insists on his uniqueness, and most 
critics of Conrad agree that although he can be placed 
in certain traditions, he remains among the most individ­
ual men of letters in the twentieth century.
3
4In looking for the tradition of Conrad one finds 
that he has been called an impressionist and a writer of 
sea stories, the latter a description he utterly disdained. 
F.R. Leavis places Conrad in the "great tradition" of 
English letters on the basis of Conrad's contribution to 
English prose style, although Conrad himself insists on 
several occasions that he is not of the mainstream of 
English writers. Even Leavis himself speaks of the 
peculiar "foreignness" of Conradi "When we come to Conrad 
we can't, by way of insisting that he is indeed signifi­
cantly 'in' the tradition— in and of it, neatly and 
conclusively relate him to any one English novelist.
Rather we have to stress his foreignness— that he was a 
Pole, whose first other language was French."1 Also it 
has been fashionable to establish Conrad's link to the 
Russian writers, particularly to Dostoyevsky and Turgenev, 
whom he held in high esteem. With a confusion of influ­
ences and sources it is difficult to begin to assess his 
aesthetic creed. What finally must be said is that Conrad 
was the product of many aesthetic Influences which he skill­
fully and often unconsciously wove into his own work.
1F.R, Leavis, The Great Tradition (New Yorki New 
York University Press, 1963), P. i7.
5A starting place for any critical study of Conrad's 
aesthetics has to be a survey of some of the established 
Influences. First, there Is the question of Conrad's 
place in the history of English letters. Although he 
is usually studied in the tradition of the English novel 
beginning with Jane Austen, there is something peculiarly 
un-English about his work. He is certainly not English 
in the same sense that Dickens and Thackeray are English. 
Conrad’s seeming alienation from the English tradition 
is confirmed by his own statements about how he sees his 
art as reflecting the English character. Although he 
had read Shakespeare early in his boyhood, had knowledge 
of Dickens and Trollope, and had a casual acquaintance 
with Chaucer, he insists that the English tradition is 
foreign to him. In a letter to Cunninghame Graham in 
1899 he says, "Chaucer I have dipped into, reading aloud 
as you advised. I am afraid I am not English enough to 
appreciate fully the father of English literature."^
Later in the same letter he says of Beckford's Vathek, 
"What an infernal imagination! The style is cold . . ."3
^G. Jean-Aubry, Joseph Conrad 1 Life and Letters 
(New York: Doubleday, Page and Co., 1927), I, 273.
3Ibld.
6Of his own reading Conrad says very little. He 
claims to have read Hugo and other romantic novelists 
at the age of ten in addition to French and Polish history 
and poetry. He knew Don Quixote and claims he had read 
Dickens, Scott, Trollope and Thackeray. His first intro­
duction to English literature was Dickens' Nicholas 
Nlckleby or "perhaps it was 'Two Gentlemen of Verona.'"^ 
Conrad’s memory is admittedly foggy, and it appears an 
impossible task to clear up his own recollections. In 
addition to what he states in A Personal Record. Conrad 
was interested in various authors as diverse as Cooper, 
Crane, James, and Galsworthy. In Cooper he must have 
found the sense of primitive adventure, in Crane he found 
the realistic detail and psychological characterization, 
and in James he admired the supreme craftsman, the novel­
ist's novelist. Galsworthy was his friend, but there 
is no significant literary borrowing on Conrad's part.
Jocylyn Baines in his study of Conrad is quick to 
recognize that Conrad seemingly had little interest in
^Joseph Conrad, Joseph Conradi Complete Works 
(Garden Cityi Doubleday, Page and Co., 192^), VI, 71.
(All subsequent references to Conrad's works will be 
taken from the Doubleday edition, 1925. Pagination 
will follow that of the Doubleday edition.)
7any of his English contemporaries and read mostly the 
books of his friends to offer them helpful criticism.5 
Although he reviewed Wells and Galsworthy, for whose works 
he had a great respect, he never Indicated that he under­
stood them as part of any English tradition or that he 
had learned anything artistically significant from them.
It could be argued that the English tradition as we know 
It In anthologies was simply not understood by Conrad 
because he himself did not want to become only a minor 
figure In a great tradltiom "Now If I could only attain 
to become (Is that English?) a minor Thackeray, decency 
would be preserved and shekels gathered at the same time. 
Alas I I have been b o m  too far East, where not many 
cultivate the virtue of reticence."^ In discussing the 
sources of Conrad's works, Jocylyn Baines says quite 
flatly, "But his masters were clearly not the nineteenth 
century classic Anglo-Saxon novelists» their method and 
attitude were alien to Conrad's.
The problem of having an acknowledged master of 
English prose claiming himself an alien from the English
-\Jocelyn Baines, Joseph Conrad« A Critical Biography 
(New Yorki McGraw-Hill, i960), p. 1 ^ 7
^Jean-Aubry, I, 20^.
^Baines, p. 1^3*
8tradition is best explained by Conrad's racial heritage, 
which he admits is characterized by a variety of influ­
ences and polarities. In a letter to George Keating in 
1922 Conrad reflects back on his racial origins*
"Racially I belong to a group which has historically a 
political past with a Western Roman culture derived at 
first from Italy and then from France 1 and a rather 
Southern temperament» an outpost of Westernism with a 
Roman tradition, situated between Slavo-Tartar Byzantine 
barbarism on one side and the German tribes on the otherj 
resisting both influences desperately and still remaining 
true to Itself to this very day."® What is significant 
is that Conrad states quite clearly his link with barbar­
ism and romanticism. The romance elements are clearly 
the Western, passionate, adventuresome traits one could 
loosely call "French" from Conrad's Marseilles days and 
his later sea experiences. The barbaric elements are 
the severity, the political radicalism and anarchy that 
Conrad associates with the Russian character.
The question of the Russian influence is not within 
the scope of this study, but it should be emphasized that
®Jean-Aubry, II, 289.
9Conrad's own Judgement of Russia was negative. The only 
two writers he mentions are Dostoyevsky, whose works he 
abhors, and Turgenev, whose works he praises highly in 
Notes on Life and Letters. Of Dostoyevsky's The Brothers 
Karamazov he says, "But it's an impossible lump of valu­
able matter. It's terrifically bad and impressive and 
exasperating. Moreover, I don't know what Dostoyevsky 
stands for or reveals, but I do know that he is too 
Russian for me. It sounds to me like some fierce mouth- 
ings from prehistoric ages. I understand the Russians 
have Just 'discovered' him. I wish them Joy."^ His 
praise for Turgenev, on the other hand, is almost un­
restrained i "Every gift has been heaped on his cradle« 
absolute sanity and the deepest sensibility, the clearest 
vision and the quickest responsiveness, penetrating 
Insight and unfailing generosity of Judgement, an ex­
quisite perception of the visible world and an unerring 
Instinct for the significant, for the essential in the 
life of men and women, the clearest mind, the warmest 
heart, the largest sympathy— and all that in perfect 
measure."^® Conrad does not mention specifically what
9jean-Aubry, II, 140.
1QConrad, III, 48.
is ’•Russian" about Turgenev, and it is likely that Conrad 
himself could not exactly tell. Of the extent of the 
total Russian Influence on his writing, Conrad, explained 
to Charles Chasse in 192^, "As to my formative influences, 
I must point out that I do not know the Russian language, 
that I know next to nothing of Russian imaginative litera­
ture, except the little I have been able to read in trans­
lations! that the formative forces acting on me, at the 
most plastic and impressionable age, were purely Westerm 
that is French and Engllshi and that as far as I can 
remember, those forces found in me no resistance, no vague 
deep seated antagonism either racial or temperamental."11
Even the question of the French influences remains 
largely a matter of showing literary affinities rather 
than direct influences, although Donald C. Yelton has 
examined the relation of musical structure and imagery 
in Flaubert with similar structure and imagery in 
Nostromo. The Nigger of the Narcissus, and Alma.ver*s 
Folly.12 We know for certain that Conrad had read at 
least Flaubert, Balzac, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Maupassant,
^Jean-Aubry, II, 336.
12Donald C. Yelton, Mimesis and Metaphor (The Hague» 
Mouton and Co., 1967)» p. 99 ff.
11
Daudet, and Hugo. However, there Is no primary evidence 
of any direct influence of any of these writers on Con­
rad's style or subject matter. Rather, there Is only 
a case of affinities which stem from Conrad's enjoyment 
of Prenoh literature. Even If Flaubert Is considered 
the primary French Influence on Conrad, the evidence is 
sketchy. In a well-known letter to Hugh Walpole In 1918 
Conrad states, "You say that I have been under the forma­
tive Influence of Madame Bovary. In fact I read It only 
after beginning A.F. as I did all the other works of 
Flaubert. . . I don't think I learned anything from him. 
What he did for me was open my eyes and arouse my emula­
tion. "^3 as Yelton has pointed out, Conrad's memory 
here Is In error (as It often was), for he had written 
In 1892 to Marguerite Poradowska that he had just reread 
Madame Bovary. According to Yelton's evidence, Conrad 
was reading Madame Bovary while working on Almayer's 
Folly (begun In I889),li*
Of the specific Influence of Baudelaire there Is 
only the epigraph from Baudelaire's "La Muslque" which
^Jean-Aubry, II, 206. 
^Yelton, p. 106 n.
12
appears In The Shadow Line and the mention by G. Jean- 
Aubry, Conrad’s close friend and French translator, of 
Conrad’s affinity to Baudelaire through a similarity of 
nervous temperamenti "To the end of his life he was 
familiar with what Baudelaire so justly calls 'the sterili­
ties of nervous writers,• "15 Conrad mentions Rimbaud 
once when he remarks to Graham, "I can't understand 
Rimbaud at all,"^ Of Hugo and Balzac Conrad gives only 
occasional mention and of Daudet and Maupassant he speaks 
highly In Notes on Life and Letters.
Although the direct evidence for Conrad's Indebted­
ness to the French Is sketchy, there Is no Indication 
that all evidence Is lacking, for there remains the mat­
ter of parallels In attitude, temperament, and aesthetic 
theory between Conrad and the French Symbolists. Like 
the Symbolists, Conrad's own attitude toward art was one 
of total dedication. He understood the artist as one 
who partakes of a higher order of existence} the artist 
does not merely copy or record. In artistic temperament 
Conrad shared with the Symbolists the nearly neurotic, 
very self-conscious concern for the perfection of form.
1 ean-Aubry, I, 166.
l^Jean-Aubry, I, 264.
13
His Intense devotion to his mission as an artist made 
him an almost ascetic figure who seemed to write best 
when self-abnegation drove him to states of nervous ex­
haustion. Finally, there is his aesthetic theory, which, 
like that of the Symbolists, insisted that art should 
never be explicit, but always suggestive, evocative, 
and mysterious.
An examination of the body of Conrad's writing re­
veals at least one dominant qualityt the overwhelmingly 
symbolic nature of the prose. This symbolic quality, 
the "magic suggestiveness" he speaks of in the "Preface" 
to The Mlgger of the Narcissus, together with the affini­
ties in temperament, attitude, and aesthetic theory, leads 
me to believe that many parallels can be found between 
Conrad's artistic theory and that of the French Symbolists. 
Conrad was undoubtedly aware of the Symbolists, for on 
one occasion he compares his work with theirs and insists 
that he goes much farther in his art. In a letter to 
Barrett Clark in 1918 Conrad states»
. . . I wish at first to put before you 
a general propositions that a work of art is 
very seldom limited to an exclusive meaning 
and not necessarily tending to a definite con­
clusion. And this for the reason that the 
nearer it approaches art the more it acquires 
a symbolic character. This statement may 
surprise you, who may Imagine that I am
lb
alluding to the Symbolist School of poets 
or prose writers. Theirs, however, is only 
a literary proceeding against which I have 
nothing to say. I am concerned here with 
something much larger . . .
So I will only call your attention to 
the fact that the symbolic conception of a 
work of art has this advantage, that it makes 
a triple appeal covering the whole field of life.
All the great creations of literature have been 
symbolic, and in that very way have gained in 
complexity, in power, in depth and in beauty.1?
It is not clear from the context exactly what Conrad means 
by calling the Symbolist school a "literary proceeding" 
or by asserting that he is concerned with "something much 
larger." A reading of Conrad's works, particularly his 
critical statements about artistic fidelity, "the truth 
of my own sensations," and the visionary nature of the 
artist leads me to believe that the "something larger" 
is that mysterious quintessential truth about life's 
essence with which Conrad is so preoccupied. If the 
larger scope is a universal essence, then Conrad's ob­
jection to a "literary proceeding" likely refers to mere 
word play, bizarre innovations in language, and self- 
conscious concern with technicalities of verbal communi­
cation— all of which are at least part of Symbolist 
poetry.
I?Jean-Aubry, II» 205.
15
What is clear is that Conrad did speak of himself 
In relation to the Symbolist school and critics of Con­
rad have noticed similarities. Donald Yelton, In ad­
dition to making comparisons between Conrad and Flaubert, 
draws parallels between Conrad and Mallarme, whose theory 
of the suggestiveness of language Is similar to Conrad's. 
Frederick Karl draws the most specific comparison between 
Conrad and the Symbolistst
From Baudelaire to Rimbaud and Mallarme, we 
find a working doctrine similar to Coleridge's 
division of the Imaginationi primary Imagination 
as the conscious sense experience of the mani­
fest world, and the secondary Imagination as 
a quasl-dlvlne faculty which perceives intui­
tively. Both Coleridge and Baudelaire saw 
eternal analogies and recognized the secondary 
Imagination as a unifying faculty which 'dis­
solves, diffuses, dissipates In order to create,' 
what Conrad later defined.as a power that is 
'enduring and essential.'
Karl also notices a parallel between Conrad's theory of 
art and Rimbaud's idea of the "voyant poet."^ -9 What Karl 
sees In Conrad Is an employment of many fragmentary 
scenes In a narrative that parallels the Symbolist 
poet's use of Images to give a whole unit. Karl sug­
gests a specific comparison of Conrad's Nostromo and 
Chance with Rimbaud's "Le Bateau ivre," Mallarme's
^Frederick Karl, A Reader's Guide to Joseph Conrad 
(New Yorki Noonday Press, i960), pp. 27-87"
■^Karl, p, 28.
16
"Herodlade," "Cantique de Saint-Jean," and "L'Apris- 
mldi" and Baudelaire's "Le Voyage," "Les Petltes Vleilles," 
and "Le Cygne."20
Any comparison between Conrad and the Symbolists Is 
complex not only because of Conrad's own reticence on 
the subject, but also because of the obscurities In 
Symbolist poetry and the difficulty In classifying exactly 
what are "Symbolist" poems. Karl's suggestion, however, 
by limiting the range of study, can provide an excellent 
starting point for a comparison. I would like to limit 
the comparison further by suggesting that the most funda­
mental comparison between Conrad and the French Symbolists 
can be made by examining Conrad's "Preface" to The Nigger 
of the Narcissus In relation to Rimbaud's Voyant letters 
and Baudelaire's critical theory found In Mirror of Art 
and "Correspondences." In addition a further comparison 
cam be made between Conrad, Rimbaud, and Baudelaire In 
that each employs a night Journey motif which Is not 
merely a metaphor, but an explicit statement of artistic 
creed. For all three authors the artist must descend with­
in himself to find the material for his creation.
20Karl, p. ^6.
1?
The Symbolists* use of the night journey is an 
indication of the type of poetry produced— introspective. 
The Symbolists are essentially dramatizing states of 
mind, as is Conrad when he describes action as psycholog­
ical. In the broadest sense of the term, "Symbolistic" 
refers to any poetry which by being introspective 
attempts to reconstruct the states of mind in a manner 
so clear that the reader is aware that he is being taken 
into a nonliteral world of consciousness. In this sense, 
Dante's Divine Comedy is Symbolistic in that it represents 
the human soul in a self-contained metaphorical world 
constructed of hell, purgatory, and heaven. In a more 
specific sense "Symbolisme" connotes the descriptive 
title taken by the French Symbolists, and "Symbolisme" 
implies that concern of the French Symbolists for a pure
poetry, an automonous poetry which is free to employ
images in their furthest range of suggestiveness. Edward 
Engelberg calls this a combination of precision and nuance
whereby the poet, by being careful to control the suggest­
ions of the images cam precisely depict previously indis­
tinct states of mind.21 Verlaine has a similar idea when
2lEdward Engelberg, The Symbolist Poem (New Yorkj 
E.P. Dutton and Co., Inc., 1967)» P# ^0.
18
in "Art poetlque" he speaks of the poet addressing him­
self to an area "where the Undefined and Exact combine." 
Admittedly, there is a fine line between plain obscurity 
and clear depiction of an indistinct state of mind. What 
is unmistakable in Symbolist poetry is a vagueness or 
dreaminess coupled with a precise reference to sordid­
ness, violence, futility, and annihilation. The quest 
for an ideal was always qualified by the actual state 
of the world, and as a result the Symbolist aesthetic 
is preoccupied with a journey to reach an ideal state 
away from the purely material.
This description perhaps does not really clarify 
exactly what Symbolism is, and one definition is likely 
to be as confusing as any other. Some definitions, how­
ever, cure helpful. Edmund Wilson asserts that " to ap­
proximate the lndefiniteness of music was to become one 
of the principal alms of Symbolism."22 Wilson also at­
tempts a comprehensive definition of Symbolism which 
for the sake of clarity must be quoted in full. After 
explaining how it is impossible to render human sensa­
tions as we actually experience them through the medium 
of ordinary language, Wilson explains how the poet must
22Edmund Wilson, Axel's Castle (New Yorki Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1931)» P. 13*
19
seek a special languagei
And It is the poet's task to find, to Invent, 
the special language which will alone be capa­
ble of expressing his personality and feelings.
Such a language must make use of symbolst what 
is so special, so fleeting and so vague cannot 
be conveyed by direct statement or description, 
but only by a succession of words, of images, 
which will serve to suggest it to the reader.
The Symbolists themselves, full of the idea of 
producing with poetry effects like those of mu­
sic, tended to think of these images as pos­
sessing an abstract value like musical notes 
and chords. But the words of our speech are 
not musical notation, and what the symbols 
of Symbolism really were, were metaphors de­
tached from their subjects— for one cannot, 
beyond a certain point, in poetry, merely en­
joy color and sound for their own saket one has 
to guess what the images are being applied to.
And Symbolism may be defined as an attempt by 
carefully studied means— a complicated associa­
tion of ideas represented by a medley of meta­
phors— to communicate unique personal feelings, 3
Thus, the indefiniteness which characterizes Sym­
bolist works is misleading, since the Symbolists always 
attempted to be as precise as possible about moods which 
are experienced as inexact. Wilson relates the abstract 
quality to that of music, but it can also be related to 
that of mathematics. The ciphers in mathematical formu­
lae are quite precise even though the "meaning" of the 
formula is abstract, complex, and difficult to relate 
in ordinary language. There is thus something emblematic
2^Wilson, p. 21.
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about Symbolist poetry— It evokes In an Intuition more 
nuance than could be "explained" In prose. Symbolist 
poetry Is, as Wilson has called It, "a literary short­
hand."2^ The mathematical analogy should be valid If 
one compares the "function" of a Symbolist poem with 
that of a mathematical formula, for example, the theorem 
of Pythagoras, A2 + B2 = C2. Those eight symbols convey 
a complex relationship between sides of a right triangle. 
Anyone acquainted with the derivation and "proof" of the 
formula knows the complexity represented by the symbols. 
And yet to the mathematician, the formula in practice 
is readily comprehensible. Likewise, the full meaning 
of a Symbolist poem, as complex as It may be, Is repre­
sented by a definite set of symbols precise in themselves.
Understanding of the term "Symbolism" does not 
really designate which poems are properly Symbolistic.
For the sake of clarity I thus use the term "Symbolism" 
or "Symbolistic" or "Symbolist" to refer to that art 
which is introspective, self-conscious of its own crea­
tive potential, and which always seeks to recreate the 
very essences It symbolizes. The term as used in this 
study should be understood in the sense defined by
2^Wllson, p. 296.
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Edmund Wilson. The specific school, called French 
Symbolist, represents the most Intense expression of the 
aesthetic theory. However, the term need not be limited 
precisely to the Prench experience. The Germans, Holderln 
and Novalis, anticipated In their visionary poetry a 
Symbolist method. The poetry of Coleridge, Shelley, and 
Keats Is often considered as having Symbolist elements. 
Thomas Carlyle In Sartor Resartus has a chapter called 
"Symbols." My fundamental concern here Is to show that 
Symbolist aesthetic theory Is one line of aesthetic 
thinking, elements of which can be found In prose writers, 
notably In Conrad, whom Yelton calls "a novelist with 
something of the poet's Intensity of v i s i o n . j  a0 
not believe that the definition of the term Is as Impor­
tant as understanding the attributes of Symbolism, The 
Symbolist poem approaches the lndeflnlteness of musicj 
It uses precise Images (often In an extraordinary manner); 
It Is self-conscious of Its method) and It reveals 
personal states of consciousness. The peculiar quality 
of Symbolist art Is best described as evocative, sugges­
tive, mysterious, and evanescent.
^Yelton, p. 6^.
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The evocative quality of Symbolist theory has three 
fundamental characteristics which will be the major topics 
of this study. First, Symbolist theory always suggests 
transformation. The notion that the poet by speaking 
his truth through his craft is redeeming and transforming 
himself and the world he evokes is central to the Symbolist 
conception of art. Second, Symbolist theory often employs 
the night journey or "descent into hell" motif in which 
the artist uses a journey to represent a geographic, a 
temporal/spatial, a psychological, and an aesthetic truth. 
Third, the Imagery of Symbolist art often Involves what 
might be broadly called the occult, that is, the super­
natural or the spiritual. Even the materialistic subject 
matter of poems such as Baudelaire's "Une Charogne" is 
charged with a certain eeriness. The occult Includes 
not only the obvious suggestion of magic or superstition, 
but also the suggestion of the unconscious, the racial 
consciousness, or the unknown, that is, that region which 
lies beyond all rational perception. I do not suggest 
that Symbolist poetry necessarily functions like an occult 
ritual, but rather that the poems often contain occult 
Images, the purpose of which is to achieve a heightened 
knowledge. Gwendolyn Bays, for example, has traced a
line of affinity between the aesthetic theory of Rimbaud 
and the occult practices associated with eighteenth- 
century Illuminism.2^
The Symbolist aesthetic theory outlined here will 
be discussed first of all in Conrad*s "Preface" to The 
Nlgger of the Narcissus as it relates to the idea of 
voyancy in Rimbaud's Voyant letters and the idea of 
analogy in Baudelaire's poem, "Correspondences." These 
works speak not only of the visionary role of the artist 
but also of a peculiar evocative quality of Symbolist 
art. Since this study is primarily concerned with Conrad 
more attention will be given to his works. Those which 
offer the richest veins of comparison with both Rimbaud 
and Baudelaire are Heart of Darkness. "The Secret Sharer, 
The Shadow Line. The Nigger of the Narcissus, and the 
short story, "Karain." I also wish to show parallels 
that cam be found between these works of Conrad and 
Rimbaud's "Le Bateau lvre" and Baudelaire's "Le Voyage," 
both of which are good examples of voyages into the un­
conscious. Finally, since Conrad had received some kind 
of inspiration from Baudelaire's poem "La Musique" for
^Gwendolyn Bays, The Orphic Vision (Lincolns 
University of Nebraska Press, 1964), p. viii.
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the writing of The Shadow Line (the poem must have at 
least made a strong Impression on him), some discussion 
will be given to the metaphor of the mariner in the poem 
as he reflects some of Conrad's own attitudes and aes­
thetic preoccupations with the sea.
What must be emphasized again is that a comparison 
between Conrad and the Symbolists does not in any way 
suggest or attempt to determine that Conrad at a specific 
time read certain works of the Symbolists before he be­
gan writing his novels. The purpose of comparison is 
only to suggest literary affinities between Conrad, Rim­
baud, and Baudelaire, two Symbolists whom, we can be sure, 
Conrad read. The literary affinities which are discovered 
should not only broaden our understanding of the range 
of Symbolist influence, but should also provide a new 
perspective for understanding Conrad's art. Conrad, much 
like the Symbolists, found it necessary to journey within 
himself to find his materials for writing. Such a Jour­
ney involved a considerable amount of purification through 
a preoccupation with annihilation and a determination to 
achieve the degree of self-abnegation requisite for his 
task. Then, too, like the Symbolists, he employed images 
taken from the occult, the mysterious, and the supernatural. 
Indeed, Conrad was so skillful at images of mystery that
he Is often remembered as a creator of atmospheres.
Lastly, like the Symbolists, he was a skeptic. He doubted 
that traditional creeds, ethical standards or dogmatic 
formulas could be sufficient to provide a rationale for 
living. What was necessary was a devotion to find mean­
ing, truth, and redemption In the "something larger," the 
"Ideal state of things." Value could be found In a world 
of aesthetics that created Its own code» fidelity to the 
truth In art and to the truth of one's own sensations, 
and the possession of a certain humility In knowing that 
even the artist's task Is but a symbolic participation 
In the "something larger." The artist achieves a par­
ticipation by making his work evocative, and by so doing, 
enables the reader to "see" with an Intensity of vision 
like that of the artist.
CHAPTER II 
SYMBOLIC LANGUAGE
When Novalis says, "The magician is a poet/ The 
words of the poet are magic words," he is giving to words 
a power of evocation capable of actually changing ordinary 
matter. Conrad likewise Insists on the magic quality 
of words in A Personal Record, where he states that the 
written word is "nothing else but a form of the beautiful" 
(VI, xix). When he speaks of certain words such as "Pity" 
as having a manifold suggestiveness and an unspeakable 
emotive power, he is speaking in a tradition of poetic 
theory in which the word is not a mere pointer to a thing 
nor the thing itself, but rather a kernel of meaning which 
suggests not only the thing, but the whole conglomerate 
of images suggested by the thing or idea. In this tradi­
tion language represents the human power over matteri 
man by naming things enters into a relation with them 
analogous to the original relation of God to creation 
by the creative power of the Biblical Word. Symbolist 
theory draws an analogy between man's use of words and 
God's use of the Word and insists that the power of lan­
guage is an essentially spiritual talent of man that 
enables him not only to order the world, but more impor­
tantly to raise it to new levels of significance by
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penetrating the veil that surrounds mystery.
"Higher” levels are what Conrad is talking about 
when he speaks of the "ideal" value of things. "Ideal" 
here is a metaphysical concept related to Kantian pure 
Ideals. Aesthetically, Ideals are pure forms, pure 
"poems," what Ernst Cassirer refers to as the creative 
act of the "universe . . . ever perfecting i t s e l f . T h e  
poet’s role is to bring about the transformation of the 
universe by making it visible. Cassirer puts it quite 
clearly« "The Imagination of the artist does not arbi­
trarily invent the forms of things. It shows us these 
forms in their true shape, making them visible and recog­
nizable."2
Such a process of transformation is not a purely 
rational one. Instead, the frenzy of inspiration is 
brought into harmony by an intuitive discovery of the 
common racial heritage that lies at the basis of human 
nature. It is evident that one aspect of Symbolist 
practice was an exploration of the subconscious through 
drugs, alcohol, sensual debauchery or occult worship.
The senses were disordered in order that the normal modes
^Ernest Cassirer, An Essay on Man (New Yorki Bantam 
Books, Inc., 1970), p. 173.
Cassirer, p. l6l.
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of perception might be extended into the subconscious, 
the ethereal, and the unknown. Such a quest is a quick 
method of attaining some of the intuitive experiences 
which normally require a long period of self-abnegation. 
What is Important in Nerval, Rimbaud, and Baudelaire is 
not the disordering of the senses, but the new order 
they sought to create in psychic experience. Because 
they realized that the human mind cannot exist in the 
state of disorder, they strove for a spiritual unity 
which was essentially a perception of the harmony in 
an apparently unharmonious world. The unifying principle 
is thus a participation in the common unconsciousness of 
humanity. The poet in exploring his own mind discovers 
that in containing elements of all minds it corresponds 
to a larger universal mind. Because the mind has a 
correspondence to a larger spiritual world and the only 
knowledge of that world is through analogy from the 
material world, the poet in seeking the truth of a spiri­
tual world can do so only by recognizing the inherent 
spiritual truth in all matter. The process of trans­
formation, then, is essentially a discovery of the spiri­
tual power of matter. When the poet discovers spiritual 
power, he is capable of exploring that power within 
himself and the universe. Transformation can lead not
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only to a type of salvation for the poet's own life, but 
also to the possibility of a redemption for a universal 
life. In an art of transformation the poet becomes the 
seer or visionary who is able to see the correspondences 
between the material and spiritual worlds. Relying on 
his inner resources, particularly on the memory and the 
Imagination, he is able at least temporarily to create 
a world of aesthetic purity which will eventually have 
to be measured against the demands of the actual world.
The doctrine of correspondences as contained in 
Baudelaire is not something new. Essentially it states 
that the microcosm of the mind mirrors the nature of the 
universe and the smallest detail of the material creation 
contains some resemblance to the whole universe. In a 
sense it is an extension of the concept of analogy, ex­
cept that in analogy, in the Aristotelian sense, the 
two objects are similar although they are mostly dis­
similar. The purpose of the comparison, according to 
Aristotle, is to aid Intellectual understanding of the 
world. In Baudelaire's sense of correspondence there 
is more than Just a similarityt rather there is an es­
sential relationship between the material and the spiri­
tual, The material world already contains a spiritual 
prinoiple. Then, too, with Baudelaire the comparison
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between microcosm and macrocosm does not serve a rational 
understanding, but is itself an intuitive perception. 
Nature reveals the spirit which is contained within.
Poetry should reveal meaning in the way that music does—  
subtly, almost unconsciously— awakening inner harmonies 
that correspond to the harmonies of the music. The levels 
below that are awakened are not, however, part for part 
correspondences with those above as if to suggest that 
the universe is exactly multi-layered. For Baudelaire 
correspondence is a suggestive power in the "lower" ob­
ject which evokes an apprehension of the "perfected" pow­
er in the higher order. Angelo Bertocci expresses this 
relationship clearly when he says, "Analogy and correspon­
dence imply a reality not of superimposed tiers, the one 
'below' evoking the one 'above' part for part, but a 
reality in which the very possibility of a perfect in­
ner organization of what is 'below' brings conviction 
of the reality of the structure 'above.'"3 This same 
idea is contained in Baudelaire's prose poem "L'Invitation 
au voyage." Baudelaire states, "Incomparable flower, 
tulip lost and found, allegorical dahlia, it is there,
3Angelo Bertocci, From Symbolism to Baudelaire 
(Carbondalei Southern Illinois University Press, 1964),
P. 87.
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Is it not, in that beautiful land so calm in its dream, 
that we should go to live and reach our flower. Would 
you not be framed in your analogy, and could you not be 
mirrored, to speak like the mystics, in your own cor­
respond ence?
In the poem, "Correspondances," Baudelaire sees 
man's life being lived in a maze of symbols which at 
first glance are not always intelligible. Man journeys 
through a forest in which "eyes of symbols" watch him*
La Nature est un temple ou de vlvants piliers 
Laissent parfols sortlr de confuses paroles»
L'homme y passe & travers des forlts de symboles 
Qui l'observent avec des regards famlliers.
[Nature is a temple of living pillars 
where often words emerge, confused and dimj 
and man goes through this forest, with familiar 
eyes of symbols always watching himj
The meanings of the symbols are not immediately clear,
but the symbols produce a unity of effect*
Corame ^e lon^s echos qui de loin se confondent 
Dans une t£nebreuse et profonde unite,
Vaste comme la nuit et comme la clarte y
Les parfums, les couleurs et les sons se repondent,^
[Like prolonged echoes mingling far away 
in a unity tenebrous and profound 
vast as the night and as the limpid day, 
perfumes, sounds and colors correspondJ
^Bertocci, p. 179.
Charles Baudelaire, Les Fleurs du Mai. trans. C. F. 
MacIntyre (Berkeley* University of California Press, 19^7)» 
pp. 20-1. (All subsequent references to Baudelaire will 
be taken from this edition.)
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Baudelaire lsf of course, speaking of synaesthesla where 
all the senses unite In a single Impression. What makes 
synaesthesla possible Is a correspondence between a sin­
gle perception of the human mind and the unified nature 
of all sense Impressions, The diversity of human sen­
sations stems from one basic sensation which In turn 
corresponds with a single "sensible” essence In nature 
Itself. What the poet must seek to achieve Is an Imi­
tation of the basic unifying essence of all nature. The 
effect of the poem must flow so smoothly and be so well 
unified that It Immediately can bring about a participa­
tion in the unity of nature. Although the effect Is 
difficult to define, It "works" through a process of 
evocation— the unitive quality of the poem evokes the 
presence of the unitive quality of nature. The poet, 
of course, must possess a special type of Intelligence 
which is able to discern universal analogies In nature. 
In a letter to Alphonse Toussenel in 1856 Baudelaire 
speaks of the poet's special poweri "For a long time 
I have said that the poet is supremely Intelligent, 
that he is Intelligence pea* excellence— and that Imagi­
nation is the most scientific of the faculties because 
It alone understands universal analogy. or what a mystic
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religion calls correspondence."6
In Conrad there is no explicit statement about 
correspondence, but there is in the "Preface" to The 
Njgger of the Narcissus an insistence that art in its 
highest expression ought to aspire to the "magic sug­
gestiveness of music— which is the art of arts." Conrad 
is in accord with Symbolist theory when he emphasizes 
the senses as the major appeal of art and the special 
power of the artist as the interpreter of the senses. 
Like the Symbolists, Conrad sees powers in the atmos­
pheres that surround things. The artist through his 
imagination can evoke these powers. In the "Preface" 
Conrad speaks of the atmospheres that surround events, 
and he describes art in terms quite similar to those 
used by the Symbolistsi
Fiction— if it at all aspires to be art—  
appeals to temperament. And in truth it must 
be, like painting, like music, like all art, 
the appeal of one temperament to all the other 
innumerable temperaments whose subtle and re­
sistless power endows passing events with their 
true meaning, and creates the moral, the emo­
tional atmosphere of the place and time . . .
All art, therefore, appeals primarily to the senses, 
and the artistic aim when expressing Itself in 
written words must also make its appeal through 
the senses, if its high desire is to reach the 
secret spring of responsive emotions. It must 
strenuously aspire to the plasticity of sculp­
ture, to the colour of painting, and the magic 
suggestiveness of music (XXIII, xlil).
^Lols Boe Hyslop and Francis B. Hyslop Jr., ed. and 
trans., Baudelaire> A Self-Portrait (Londoni Oxford Uni­
versity Press, l$f>7)» pp. 104-05.
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It is significant that Conrad employs such terms as 
"resistless power," "secret spring," and "plasticity" 
to describe the mysterious power which the artist brings 
forth. Not only does the artist call forth the mysteries 
of events, but in his blending of all the sensations he 
must also make a harmonious whole, a careful shaping of 
sentences that will create for a moment a revelation of 
forgotten suggestiveness. Further on in the "Preface" 
Conrad speaks of the artist as a restorer of lost sug­
gestiveness i ", . . it is only through an unremitting 
never-discouraged care for the shape and ring of sen­
tences that an approach can be made to plasticity, to 
colour, and that the light of magic suggestiveness may 
be brought to play for an evanescent instant over the 
commonplace surface of wordsi of the old, old words, 
worn thin, defaced by ages of careless usage" (XXIII, 
xiii).
One of the most significant phrases used by Conrad 
is the "evanescent instant." He uses "evanescent" a- 
gain at the end of the "Preface" to designate the dura­
tion of the artist's success. Conrad clearly realizes 
the impossibility of sustaining over a long period of 
time a vision of aesthetic purity. Instead, there must 
be moments of significance whereby all the insignificant
details suddenly mesh to reveal a particular truth. Here, 
of course, Conrad differs from the Symbolists who strove 
to maintain the Intensity of aesthetic vision. Conrad, 
rather more realistically as a writer of fiction, is 
reconciled to have privileged moments of vision. The 
time between moments must be spent refining the details 
that are the context of the revelation. While having 
the same fundamental artistic attitude as the Symbolists, 
Conrad emphasizes the content of the vision rather than 
the nature of the visionary experience. This will no 
doubt explain why Conrad is so factually concrete on the 
surface level and yet so vague when it comes to stating 
the particulars of the visionary. There is no doubt that 
the literal level of Rimbaud's "Le Bateau lvre" or Baude­
laire's "Le Voyage" is a mental Journey with specified 
horrors and pleasuresj both works are obviously symbolic. 
On the other hand, there is no doubt that Heart of Dark­
ness. aside from any symbolic interpretation, is a good 
story in that is suspenseful, compels the reader's at­
tention, and creates a haunting atmosphere through use 
of precise details.
Conrad's very attention to literal detail, however, 
does not in any way change the symbolic quality of his 
work. His realistic prose narrative actually gives
more credibility to one level of correspondence, that 
of the microcosm. By making the microcosm rather clear 
Conrad makes the macrocosm more believable. Carefully 
wrought symbolic prose can thus exercise a transforming 
process in its very attention to detail. Arthur Symons, 
acquainted with both Conrad's work and that of the Sym­
bolists, is quick to acknowledge this when he recognizes 
certain advantages to Conrad's choice of prosei "Prose 
fiction transforms, it cannot help transformingj but by 
its nature it is able to follow line for line in a way 
that verse can never do. The psychological narrative . . 
is simply a human document,"?
Conrad, too, speaks of the elevating power of words 
as they record the "human document." Words for Conrad 
had an almost religious or magical power which elevated 
them to a plane far beyond that of mere communication. 
Thus, words for Conrad create a sort of verbal universe 
where the drama of human life can be symbolized. In a 
letter to Hugh Clifford in 1899» Conrad stresses the 
reverence in which he holds wordsi "Words . . . are 
symbols of life, have the power in their sound or aspect 
to present the very thing you wish to hold up before the 
mental vision of your readers. The things 'as they are'
?Arthur Symons, Notes on Joseph Conrad (London*
Myers and Co., 1925)» p. 37.
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exist in wordsi therefore words should be handled with 
care lest the picture, the image of truth abiding in 
facts, should become distorted or blurred . . There
is a certain sense in which words for Conrad have an 
almost sacramental significance whereby their surface 
meanings represent or unlock the very truth of human life.
It is clear that for Conrad the truth of life is 
the content of art. The artist in finding the truth with­
in himself is finding the essential truth. In a letter 
to Barrett Clark in 1918 Conrad feels satisfied that he 
has been faithful to his artistic aim of revealing all 
the truth that is within him» " . . .  for as to the 
precision of images and analysis my artistic conscience 
is at rest. I have given there all the truth that is 
in met and all that critics may say can make my honesty 
neither more nor less. But as to the 'final effect' 
my conscience has nothing to do with that."9 When 
Conrad speaks of "conscience" and "final effect," there 
is something almost mystical about the statement as if 
to suggest that the artist's mission is a spiritual one 
in which the imagined truth is nearer to reality than
®Jean-Aubry, I, 280.
^Jean-Aubry, II, 205.
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the apparent details of the surface. Conrad gives the 
imagination a great range of reality when he speaks of 
the truth of a novel in A Personal Recordt "And what 
is a novel if not a conviction of our fellow man's exis­
tence strong enough to take upon lt3elf a form of imag­
ined life clearer than reality and whose accumulated 
verisimilitude of selected episodes puts to shame the 
pride of documentary history" (VI, 16). Later he con­
firms his belief when he speaks of the power of the 
imagination! "Only in man's imagination does every 
truth find an effective and undeniable existence. 
Imagination, not invention, is the supreme matter of 
art, as of life. An imaginative and exact rendering 
of authentic memories may serve worthily that spirit of 
piety towards all things human which sanctions the con­
ceptions of a writer of tales, and the emotions of the 
man reviewing his own experience" (VI, 25). It is in 
this insistence on the supremacy of the imagination 
that I believe Conrad comes closest to the Symbolist 
tradition and farthest from the realist, which often 
captures all the nuance but which lacks the single 
perception of the whole.
To emphasize the power of the imagination is, of 
course, to search for the greatest degree of suggestive­
ness in language. Language, like life itself, must
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reveal depths and not be taken at surface value. Sym­
bolist theory, too, Insists that language reflect the 
mystery of life rather than Its surfaces. In a study 
of Rimbaud's Les IllumlnatIons. Wallace Fowlie speaks 
of how Rimbaud sought to unlock the hidden power of words> 
"Because God first thought the world and then created 
It by his word, the creation of poetry corresponds dis­
tantly with the law of the cosmos. A profoundly creative 
and jealous poet, like Rimbaud, can only be Impatient 
with words which designate and describe rather than 
create. Impatient with the words he puts on paper, he 
Is always, persistently, obsessed by a veneration for 
the secret power of words, for their unpredictable pow­
er, for the creating force they promise."10
If this statement Is compared to Conrad's own ad­
mission of the mystery of words, I think the parallel 
Is evident. In a letter to Richard Curie In 1922, Con­
rad had given him advlcet "Explicitness, my dear fellow, 
Is fatal to the glamour of all artistic work, robbing 
It of all suggestiveness, destroying all Illusion."11
10Wallace Fowlie, Rimbaud's Illuminations (Londoni 
Harvlll Press, 1953)* p. 36.
11Rlchard Curie, Conrad to a Friend (Londoni Sampson 
Low, Marston and Co., Ltd., 19?8j, p. 1^2.
^0
Also, In A Personal Record. Conrad denigrates the power 
of reflection and stresses the power of Impression and 
suggestibilityi "It Is better for mankind to be Impres­
sionable than reflective. Nothing humanly great— great,
I mean, as affecting a whole mass of lives— has come 
from reflection. On the other hand, you cannot fall to 
see the power of mere wordsj such words as Glory, for 
Instance, or Pity" (VI, xlll).
The poet cannot, however, Just automatically utilize 
the power of words. The deepest Intuitions of the poet 
occur In a darkness. Conrad makes frequent references 
to the darkness where much creativity takes place, and 
Wallace Fowlie, too, speaks of the night world as being 
a place of Inspiration. Speaking of the vigor of Sym­
bolist poetic Images, Fowlie states, "The reader has to 
learn to walk differently over the surface of a different 
cosmos. Such discoveries, as that of a new Image held 
firmly In a new rhythm, are made best In a night world, 
because there man has his deepest Intuition of the void, 
of the limitless empire of his mind, of the eternity of 
time, of the lnnocency of the cosmos waiting for some 
expression of his will. Ever since Nerval and Novalls, 
the modern poet has understood that he must be possessed
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by the night,"I2 in the night, too, Fowlle sees the
poet participating In an act of creation and negation:
The poet's mind Is the site of mysteries which 
are constantly being enacted and celebrated, 
and which bear some relationship to language.
When the poet writes, he re-captures from these 
performed mysteries the two principal acts of 
creation and destruction. A mystery is that 
which creates and destroys. It is the drama­
tic representation of man's personality, of 
his effort to construct and willful annihila­
tions. What seems real is only a mirage. The 
solidarity of the universe is simply the re­
sult of lighting. Poetry is the communication 
between the worlds of principles and the world 
of facts, between mysteries and commonplaces. 
Poetry is that form of language which lies 
closest to the origins of creation. The poet 
and priest have interchangeable functions.
Their personality withstands a daily dissolu­
tion; but a dissolution means a re-creation.13
A complete discussion of the role of negation will
be taken up in the third chapter of this study, "The
Night Journey." For now it need only be understood
that the element of negation is related to a rejection
of literalness. In order to achieve a symbolic effect,
the poet must both affirm and deny language; that is,
there must be a literalness which is then disclaimed to
reveal the true power of language. Such a paradoxical
attitude toward language makes Conrad's prose quite
illusive at times. In Under Western Eves, the language
12Fowlle, p. 37. 
13Fowlie, p. 38.
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teacher knows the force of words as well as their limi­
tation. He explains that he does not have the gift of 
expression to portray a personality exactly, and then 
he comments on the nature of languagei "If I have ever 
had these gifts in any sort of living form, they have 
been smothered out of existence a long time ago under 
a wilderness of words. Words, as is well known, are the 
great foes of reality. I have been for many years a 
teacher of languages. It is an occupation which at 
length becomes fatal to whatever share of imagination, 
observation, and insight an ordinary person may be heir 
to" (XXII, 3). As the narrator continues to explain 
that he could never have imagined a personality such 
as Razumov, he gives credibility to his account by 
claiming it will be thought to be a documentary because 
the story is based on a Journal left by Razumov. There 
is something strangely ironic in this disclaiming of the 
reality of words and the insisting that a Journal does 
indeed make things factual. There is a double illusive- 
ness herei a rejection of the power of words to depict 
personality and a pose as a translator of a Russian Jour­
nal. The reader begins to doubt not only the narrator's 
ability to tell a story but also his skill at translating. 
The narrator insists that the basis for credibility is
his knowledge of Russian. He stresses the importance 
of words to the Russians while admitting that he does 
not understand the Russian character. He does, however, 
know the way the Russians relish wordsi "What must re­
main striking to a teacher of languages is the Russian's 
extraordinary love of words. They gather them up» they 
cherish them, but they don't hoard them in their breastsj 
on the contrary, they are always ready to pour them out 
by the hour or by the night with an enthusiasn, a sweep­
ing abundance, with such an aptness of application some­
times that, as in the case of very accomplished parrots, 
one can't defend oneself from the suspicion that they 
really understand what they say" (XXII, **), After a 
double disclaimer, the narrator has taken us back to the 
reality of words and their importance. In the next para­
graph he defends the act of writing as having a thera­
peutic valuei "There must be a soothing power in mere 
words since so many men have used them for self-communion 
(XXII, 5).
All these contradictions in the opening pages of 
Under Western Eyes are perfectly senseless unless they 
are understood as another statement of Conrad's aesthetic 
Conrad and the language teacher know that words are not 
the same as reality, and yet they can appear to be so.
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Words must be made to appear real while at the same time 
revealing their own limitation. The narrator, In using 
words to tell his story, Is using the only means he has 
at hand. He does not Insist, however, that the words 
he uses give credibility to the story. Rather, the story 
is credible because it is the confession of a man's soul. 
Words that confess express the truth. The narrator specu­
lates why men keep secret Journals. He believes "a mys­
terious Impulse of human nature comes into play here."
Men have a fascination with self-revealing words be­
cause words represent the human inner life. The reading 
of an intimate Journal is as close as one can come to 
understanding another's soul. In Under Western Eyes the 
narrator bases his knowledge on such a Journal, and his 
belief that Razumov was faithful to every detail of his 
inner soul is consistent with Conrad's own statement a- 
bout the necessity of the artist remaining faithful to 
the truth of his sensations.
What takes place in Under Western Eyes is a revela­
tion of personality through the fictional guise of a 
translated Journal. At least one aspect of Razumov's 
development is a movement toward self-confession,a con­
fession which is eventually the cause of his being beaten 
into deafness. There is something purifying in his
confession, a sense that he must confess to free him­
self from the anxiety of his act of betrayal. There Is 
something compulsive about Razumov’s need for confession 
and desire to leave his life recorded In a Journal.
A similar compulsion Is present In Marlow In Heart 
of Darkness. although his need to tell a story does not 
stem from guilt. Marlow has, Instead, traveled to a 
strange region of darkness, and the effect of the Jour­
ney Is still so strong on him that he feels a need to 
re-create completely the experience of the Congo for a 
group of listeners. Marlow, In his descent Into a dark 
region, becomes Conrad’s only true artist. He not only 
descends back Into the sources of civilization but he 
also travels deep Into his own soul where he grasps the 
Impressions, sorts them out, and retells them In a con­
vincing narrative.
There Is something almost confessional In the way 
that Marlow tells his story. From the very beginning 
he says that he will relate how the events In the Congo 
affect him. As Conrad's model artist he Is true to his 
own sensations throughout the tale and Judges everything 
through his own melancholy temperament. Like Conrad, 
Marlow has a respect and reverence for words. When he 
finds Kurtz' report on "The Suppression of Savage Customs,
he is amazed by the eloquence of it. He is particular­
ly impressed by the opening paragraph, which reveals 
Kurtz' "secret" for holding command over the savages*
"He began with the argument that we whites, from the 
point of development we had arrived at, 'must necessari­
ly appear to them (savages) in the nature of supernatural 
beings— we approach them with the might as of a deity,' 
and so on, and so on. 'By the simple exercise of our 
will we can exert a power for good practically unbounded, 
etc., etc." (XVI, 118), This passage is interesting be­
cause it reveals the magic spell Kurtz could cast with 
his commands to the natives. What is particularly re­
vealing is Marlow's reaction to the report. He praises 
the power of eloquence for the same reason Conrad praises 
words in the "Preface" to The Nlgger of the Narcissus—  
because of "magic suggestiveness"« "Prom that point he 
soared and took me with him. The peroration was magnifi­
cent, though difficult to remember, you know. It gave 
me the notion of an exotic Immensity ruled by sun august 
Benevolence. It made me tingle with enthusiasm. This 
was the unbounded power of eloquence--of words— of burn­
ing noble words" (XVI, 118), The eloquent words are not 
the only ones that impress Marlow. The words of the 
postscript "blazed at you, luminous and terrifying, like
a flash of lightning In a serene sky< 'Exterminate all 
the brutes I'" (XVI, 118). Marlow as artist has dramati­
cally captured the very suggestiveness Conrad Insists 
Is the essence of good art.
It Is In a blend of suggestiveness and surface de­
tail that Conrad achieves his symbolic effects. The 
night Journey motif as It Is elaborated in the fiction 
is always contained within the framework of a believable 
story. Marlow's visit to the Congo, the voyage of the 
'•Narcissus,” and the initiation into leadership in The 
Shadow Line are all involved with actual experiences. 
Donald Yelton states the relationship between the surface 
realism and the symbolic meaning quite well when he re­
fers to the "translucent” quality of Conrad's arti "By 
scrupulous attention to the surface he fashioned a medium- 
translucent rather than transparent— through which the 
'Inner truths,' the subsurface intimations, are refracted. 
Likewise, Conrad employs images of the occult with such 
skill that they are terrifying in their literalness 
while at the same time being so richly suggestive of 
those mysterious, expansive powers of the Imagination 
which bring a certain light to "impenetrable" regions 
of human nature.
l**Yelton, p. 66.
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When Conrad speaks of bringing light, as when Mar­
low Insists that his experience in the Congo "seemed to 
throw a kind of light," he is speaking of a transforming 
light, a light of vision, a penetrating light that gives 
sudden and momentary understanding to otherwise dark sur­
faces. It is reasonable to assume that Conrad's pen­
chant for darkness throughout his novels can be explained 
by his particular idea of intuitive knowledge. Every­
thing is basically dark until at "evanescent" moments 
the imagination is able to grasp aspects of truth be­
neath the surface. Even though the light may bring out 
"unspeakable" horrors within human nature, nevertheless, 
it is better to "see" than conceal. Marlow's lie to 
Kurtz' "Intended" is thus a violation of Conrad's artis­
tic creed. However, since Marlow has already told us 
about Kurtz' horror, we really do not feel cheated. It 
is quite evident that Marlow lies not out of a deliberate 
attempt to deceive but out of a knowledge that the "In­
tended" could not possibly understand things "too dark 
altogether."
Although Conrad frequently addresses himself to 
the dark side of human nature, he does not remain there 
in bitter pessimism. Rather, he speaks of the "ideal" 
value of things, and of the enduring quality, the "final
^9
effect” of his works. By stimulating vision in the reader, 
he plays the role of seer, who although lacking the pow­
er to remove the terror from human nature, has a faculty 
for bringing the unknown into the range of understanding 
and hence for giving to man some sense of dominance over 
it. This is the essence of any occult rite— to bring the 
mysterious within some degree of the understanding so 
as to lessen its terrifying power. To be able to speak 
of the unknown is to have power over it.
Once we understand Conrad's preoccupation with the 
power of language, we are able to explore the process by 
which the mastery of language is achieved. The artist, 
knowing that words can transform, must descend within 
himself to find the "material" those words express. The 
result of such a night Journey through the self is a re­
finement of not only the material of the creation but 
also of the very process of expression. There is evi­
dence from Conrad’s life and an abundance of imagery in 
his fiction to suggest that the night Journey for Conrad 
played an important role in his artistic development.
CHAPTER III 
THE NIGHT JOURNEY
In both Western and Eastern literature the idea 
of a night Journey has long been a major theme. Basi­
cally the night Journey suggests an approach to puri­
fication or quest for truth through a process of negation. 
One often thinks of a metaphysical quest as leading up­
ward through states of refined understanding. Hence, 
in the Platonic scheme the individual can ascend to the 
highest truth as he becomes adept at moving through 
levels of abstraction away from material things. With 
the Neo-Platonic philosopher Plotinus, the method of re­
fined abstraction is quite clear as the subject attempts 
to free himself of material considerations and approach 
the pure state of the nous. In similar manner the medi­
eval treatises on asceticism suggest a constant purgation 
from worldly affairs in order that the individual soul 
might attain the freedom of the spirit. The move toward 
a purified existence, however, necessitates a negation 
of the material world. Thus, even the highest of "ascents" 
to truth contains a considerable element of rejection.
In the Eastern ascetic schemes, particularly in yoga, 
the element of negation is more emphasized than the ascentj 
in the Western thought of the mystics from Plotinus
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through Richard Rolle, Margery Kempe, Melster Eckhardt, 
Tauler, Theresa of Avila, and John of the Cross, there 
is a deliberate and Inevitable confrontation with the 
negative darkness in order to attain a purified state. 
Whether one speaks of an ascent or descent to truth is 
a matter of emphasis.
What is certain, however, is that as John Senior 
has shown in The Way Down and Out, the attainment of 
mystical truth, the essence of being or the unity of 
truth, beauty, and goodness is often accomplished by 
a downward descent and confrontation with evil.l In 
terms of the mystery religions, medieval theology, and 
the later aesthetic theories of German Romanticism and 
French Symbolism, the element of negation is called 
"the descent into hell," a metaphor used in Christian 
theology, particularly in the Roman Catholic version of 
the Apostles' Creed, and in some Symbolist works, nota­
bly Rimbaud's Une Salson en Enfer. Angelo Bertocci, 
following the suggestion of Senior, calls this preoc­
cupation with sin and evil an element of occultism, the 
purpose of which is to introduce the reader to a mys­
terious vision through a particular set of symbols.2
Ijohn Senior, The Way Down and Outt The Occult in 
Symbolist Literature (Ithacat Cornell University Press, 
1959). passim.
2Bertocci, pp. 30-^ 44.
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Thus, the night Journey, because it involves a confron­
tation with evil, often employs images of the occult to 
suggest the terror that is part of any dark Journey.
Because the night Journey is a literary motif as 
well as an actual psychological experience, it can be 
Interpreted on several levels. The night Journey is 
not simply a descent into hell, but rather a complex 
symbol which functions on at least four levelsi the 
literal/geographic, the temporal/spatial, the psycho­
logical, and the aesthetic. At the most elementary 
level the night Journey is always geographic| that is, 
there is a literal person traveling in a literal vehicle 
over a certain distance to a specific location. In 
Heart of Darkness, for example, there is the real Marlow 
undertaking a definite Journey up a Congo river to see 
a specific man--Kurtz. Even in Rimbaud's "Le Bateau 
ivre" where the literal level is rather obscure, there 
is definitely a boat which makes a trip.
Because the limitation of any purely literal in­
terpretation is obvious, one must expand the levels of 
understanding. On the second level, the temporal/ 
spatial, the night Journey is a Journey through time 
and space— either the particular lifetime of an indi­
vidual, the larger time span of history, or timelessness.
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In Heart of Darkness the Journey Is backward into history 
to a definite place, the Congo, which spatially repre­
sents that "area" where primitive man lives. Early in 
the novella Conrad is careful to describe the Journey 
in terms of a return into timei "Going up that river 
was like traveling back to the earliest beginnings of 
the world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the 
big trees were kings . . . you lost your way on that 
river as you would in a desert, and butted all day long 
against shoals, trying to find the channel, till you 
thought yourself bewitched and cut off forever from 
everything you had known once— somewhere--far away— in 
another existence perhaps" (XVI, 92-3). Royal Roussel, 
in The Metaphysics of Darkness. suggests in a similar 
manner that Almayer's Folly and the Sambir trilogy in 
general are voyages to the source of life.3
The Journey motif can also be through a particular 
life span. In both Heart of Darkness and Youth there is 
a Journey along a particular chronology as it appears 
in a particular consciousness. Heart of Darkness can 
be a story about Marlow's maturing Just as Youth clearly
3Royal Roussel, The Metaphysics of Darkness 
(Baltimore* The John Hopkins Press, 1971)* p. 37.
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distinguishes the illusions of youth from the realities 
of dawning maturity. Toward the end of Youth there is 
the reflection on the experiences of young men« " . . .  
our faces marked with toil, by deceptions, by success, 
by lovei our weary eyes looking still, looking always, 
looking anxiously for something out of life, that while 
it is expected is already gone— has passed unseen, in a 
sigh, in a flash— together with the youth, with the 
strength, with the romance of illusions" (XVI, ^2).
What is most evident here is that the time span of a 
man is a relative matter— one does not always progress 
in age in an unqualified manner. Rather, age colors, 
at times disfigures, and darkens the very consciousness 
which is seeking clarification.
The Journey through a life span is closely related 
to the third aspect of the night Journey, the psychologi­
cal, the voyage into the self. The voyage into the self 
differs from the Journey through a life span in being 
more thoroughly introspective and individual. Whereas 
the Journey through the life span is largely a matter 
of time in a horizontal sense, the Journey into the self 
is more clearly a matter of intensity or duration in a 
vertical sense, a search for the deepest perceptions 
which reveal the nature of man's essence. Thus, in
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Heart of Darkness the knowledge of the "horror" Kurtz 
conveys to Marlow Is a statement about a level of man's 
nature. Marlow Is quick to universalize from his ex­
perience i "Droll thing life is." The descent into the 
consciousness, into Kurtz' heart, is clearly a discovery 
of a fundamental darkness in mankind. Marlow saw not 
only the truth about Kurtz but also the universal pres­
ence of Kurtz' "horror" in all mankind.
As Conrad explores the nature of man through Kurtz 
and Marlow, he is utilizing the fourth level of the night 
Journey, the aesthetic quest. To call Heart of Darkness 
an aesthetic Journey is to relate the descent motif to 
Conrad's aesthetic practice. In the "Preface" to The 
Njgger of the narcissus Conrad has stated his intention 
to plunge deep within his soul to find the source of his 
art. For Conrad as well as for the Symbolists, the aes­
thetic Journey is a descent into the self not merely to 
discover essences but to find the symbolic correspondences 
to essences, that is, the source of the nature of sym­
bols as a basic means of human knowledge. As man Jour­
neys through the night, he actually participates in the 
corresponding knowledge through a ritual-like initiation 
and thus satisfies a need for intuitive knowledge. It 
would be false, however, to assume that the Symbolists
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were the first to initiate such a notion, for the tra­
dition is as old as literature. One thinks, for example, 
of the chants, dances, and magic words of the Greek 
mystery cults, of the Roman Mass ritual, and of great 
literary religious works such as Dante's Divine Comedy. 
What lies at the basis of any ritual or literary work 
is a function of symbol or mode of representation. There 
is the understanding that a symbol does not merely point 
to some reality but that it participates in the reality 
itself. The assumption is that our method of knowing 
is basically symbolici nature contains symbols which 
reveal the truth. Likewise, man's construction of his 
own symbols, words, reveals not only his own personality 
but also the reality of life. The poet who fashions a 
set of symbols is participating in creation not because 
what he says represents something but because what he 
constructs is. something. Much has been made of this in 
reference to Dante's Divine Comedy. where it becomes 
more obvious that literary creation for Dante was not 
entertainment but rather a specific act of creating an 
aesthetic world which quite really brought the reader 
into an understanding of his own nature. Bertocci sug­
gests that the poet of a certain order becomes a parallel 
to the Scriptural God, who also spoke truth through words.
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There is always a correspondence between verbal worlds
and the Invisible world revealed in the spoken word.
Literature becomes a type of Scripture as the words can
suggest many levels of meaning. Bertocci states the
relationship between the poet and God quite clearly«
The crucial question with relation to belle 
lettres follows logically. If God in the 
Scripture can use words so that the things or 
events or persons signified stand for them­
selves and for meanings of another order, 
can a poet ever use words to name things and 
events which stand in a literal sense for 
themselves and, at the same time, stand for 
authentic meanings ot another order, such 
as the allegorical, the moral, and the 
anagogical? Especially if such a poet 
should be named Dante and the work should 
be the Divine Comedy.^
The implications of Bertocci's statement are quite 
evident when we deal with certain orders of poets. It 
would be a mistake, however, to think that all literature 
can be treated as a Scripture. Not all writers attempt 
such an enterprise. But to say that all literature sym­
bolizes in some manner as does a Scripture is only to 
assert that all language is symbolic. It is quite 
another question, however, when we deal with poets and 
artists who are consciously attempting to portray an 
order of a highly refined spiritual nature. I think it
bertocci, p. 10.
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could be said as a generalization that in the history
of literature the portrayal of the descent into hell is
an effort by the writer to bring his reader into an
understanding of complex, psychological and spiritual
processes. Beginning with Dante and continuing through
the twentieth-century inheritors of the Symbolist school,
the dramatization of the night journey motif parallels
the actual experience of man.
Looking at Dante first to examine the motif, one
soon finds that the Inferno is no fantasy. The very
order of Inferno. Purgatorlo. and Paradlso implies that
no ascent is possible unless there is first a descent
into dark regions. Borrowing Vergil's descent into hell
motif from the Aenead. Dante carefully expands it to
accord with Christian theology. In the beginning of the
Inferno the dreamer is told he cannot go further unless
he first follows the dark path. He replies to Vergil,
"Poet, by that God to you unknown
lead me this way. Beyond this present ill 
and worse to dread, lead me to Peter's gate 
and be my guide through the sad hall of Hell."5
In addition to the emphasis on the dreamer's descent,
^Dante Alighieri, The Inferno, trans. John Ciardi 
(New Yorkj The New American Library, 195^)» p. 32.
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there Is another emphasis on the role of the poet In
leading the way. There Is the Implication that the poet,
because he possesses a special Intelligence, Is the right
guide for the journey.
Two writers of the eighteenth century, Edward Young
and Robert Blair, emphasized the theme of wandering In
the darkness and made It psychologically realistic. In
Young's "Night Thoughts" there Is the notion that night
Is not only the condition of man but also the teacher
of fundamental truths about mortalityi
Through this opaque of nature and of soul,
This double night, transmit one pitying ray,
To lighten and to cheer. Oh lead my mind,
(A mind that fain would wander from Its woe),
Lead It through various scenes of life and death*
And from each scene, the noblest truths Inspire.©
The Idea of life leading through mazes of darkness and
gloomy horrors in order to convince man of the vanity
of human enterprise Is found also in Robert Blair's
"The Grave"*
Whilst some affect the sun and some the shade,
Some flee the city, some the hermitage,
Their aims as various as the roads they take 
in journeying through life— the task be mine 
To paint the gloomy horrors of the tomb,
The appointed place of rendezvous, where all 
These travellers meet. Thy succours I implore, 
Eternal King I whose potent arm sustains
^Ricardo Quintana and Alvin Whitley, ed., English 
Poetry of the Mid and Late Eighteenth Century (New Yorki 
Alfred A. Knopf, 19^3)» p. 25.
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The keys of hell and death. The Grave, dread 
thing!
Men shiver when thou'rt named* Nature appalled,
Shakes off her wanted firmness. Ah! how dark 
They long-extended realms and rueful wastes,
Where naught but silence reigns, and night, 
dark night,
Dark as was chaos ere the infant sun
Was rolled together, or had tried his beams
Athwart the gloom profound!'
What is most remarkable in the passage is the spectral 
power that darkness assumes, a force that anticipates 
and makes one think of the numerous uses Conrad makes 
of spectral darkness. Night for Blair and Young be­
comes not mere negation but an active force with which 
to contend.
It is not surprising to find elements of darkness 
in English poetry of the eighteenth century in that they 
nearly parallel the development of German Romanticism, 
a movement which Bertocci sees as leading to the French 
Symbolist movement. In the English Romantics, particular­
ly in Coleridge's Rime of the Ancient Mariner, there is 
already an aesthetic fascination with the power of evil 
and darkness and an understanding of the symbol as an 
imitation of the psychological and metaphysical world.
^Quintana and Whitley, p. 36.
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In Conrad the clearest statement of the night 
Journey in an aesthetic sense is found in the "Preface” 
to The Nigger of the Narcissus where Conrad states the 
creed which he consistently maintains in his fiction.
After agreeing that both the artist and the scientist are 
seeking the truth, Conrad then sharply distinguishes 
between the methods employed by science and those em­
ployed by the artist. The scientist appeals to our 
common sense, that is, to our intelligence. Conrad states 
quite definitely that the scientist addresses the human 
capacity of "credulity." The scientist is supposed to 
supply a satisfactory explanation of "weighty matters." 
Because the words of the scientist are held in reverence, 
they are reassuring words which tend to glorify human 
action by providing reasons for it. The artist, however, 
undertakes another pathi "Confronted by the same enig­
matical spectacle the artist descends within himself, 
and in that lonely region of stress and strife, if he 
be deserving and fortunate, he finds the terms of his 
appeal" (XXIII, xll). Unmistakable is the emphasis on 
the descent into the self, an emphasis Conrad repeats 
over and over when he stresses the "truth of one's 
sensations" and of writing about all the truth that lies 
within him.
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That Conrad is not speaking of expressing mere 
emotional qualities is evident. Rather, the artist 
appeals to the intuitive, hidden, almost unconscious 
faculties of the human beingj "But-the artist appeals 
to that part of our being which is not dependent on 
wisdom, to that in us which is a gift and not an acqui­
sition— and, therefore, more permanently enduring. He 
speaks to our capacity for delight and wonder, to the 
sense of mystery surrounding our livesj to our sense of 
pity, and beauty, and paint to the latent feeling of 
fellowship with all creation— and to the subtle but 
invincible conviction of solidarity that knits together 
the loneliness of innumerable hearts, to the solidarity 
in dreams, in Joy, in sorrow, in aspirations, in illusions, 
in hope, in fear, which binds men to each other, which 
binds together all humanity— the dead to the living and 
the living to the unborn" (XXIII, xii).
Conrad is, in part, addressing himself to the problem 
of arriving at an understanding of intuitive knowledge.
His answer is that man does not understand intuitions, 
mysteries, and nonrational processes by an act of the 
intellect alone. He understands them only through 
piercing the meaning of the symbol and thereby grasping 
the meaning in a single perception. This is what Conrad
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means when he insists that his purpose is "to make you 
see," That such a means of perception should be stressed 
in an artistic code demanding a descent into the self is 
not at all unusual because the tradition in which Conrad 
speaks, the mystical intuitive path to understanding, 
has always stressed the immediate perception over the 
slow rational process. Then, too, the mystical tradition 
has usually stressed the necessity of a night Journey 
with its requisite act of negation as a prelude to in­
tuitive perception. There is evidence that Conrad, 
while certainly not a practicing mystic in the religious 
sense of that term, nevertheless employed an artistic 
method that is analogous to mysticism in that it contains 
a descent into the self, a confrontation with darkness, 
and a realization of the necessity of self-negation.
Then, too, in mysticism the element of darkness or veiled 
light is a barrier to the actual vision of the new. The 
human heart, even after long periods of purification, 
can still only approach the light) the actual grasping 
remains illusive.
The element of a veiled light, or of a dimly lit 
darkness, finds expression throughout Conrad's work.
It would be tedious to simply count up the images of 
dim light in a dark area or to list the many Conrad
heroes who die in darkness. There are romantic ele­
ments in Conrad, but one of them is surely not a con­
ception of a chivalrlc death. What is important is to 
see the quality of darkness, to sense the metaphysical 
ultimacy which surrounds Conrad's darkest passages.
What stands out in Baudelaire's "Le Voyage" is the sense 
of mystery surrounding fatality and darkness. If one 
examines Conrad's treatment of these same ideas, one 
readily sees an analogous kind of vision. Conrad, 
like the Symbolists and the mystics, is an artist of 
the dark side of the soul, and he recreates in his prose 
the penetrating, murky sense of unfathomable mystery.
In one of the most perceptive essays on Conrad, 
Arthur Symons discusses him as being a member of a group 
of writers who are "inside their Invented world," who 
portray an area of life "where the soul lives and dies."® 
In this tradition Symons Includes Rabelais, Balzac, 
Flaubert, Tolstoy, Hawthorne, and Emily Bronte, and 
speaks of all of them as participating in a peculiar 
vision of evil that is painstakingly recreated in their 
work. Going even further in comparison, Symons links 
this preoccupation to that of the mystics on the ground
®Symons, pp. 18-9.
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that for both the confrontation with evil was a means 
of understanding the soul. In describing the tradition 
of the dark night in relation to self-knowledge, Symons 
statest
With San Juan de la Cruz the obscure night is a 
way, the negation of all earthly things, of one’s 
senses even, a means to the final union with 
God: pierce the dark night to its center, and
you will find light, for you will find God I 
. , , indeed (as in the case of Conrad) if we 
are to accept human nature as a thing set within 
reasonable limits, only unlike Conrad, who does 
not apprehend Sin in the manner of the Mystics, 
but as a thing to be carefully avoided, which 
inevitably brings its own punishment upon itself, 
finding the soul in its essence so intangible, 
so mist-like, that he lays hold of what to him 
is the only great reality, Sin, in order that 
he may find out something definite about the 
soul.™
The difficulty here is in clarifying what Symons means 
by "as in the case of Conrad" and "only unlike Conrad," 
What Symons is emphasizing is that Conrad, like the 
mystics, sees barriers to the range of human under­
standing and sees that these barriers must be pierced 
by a self-negation which does not destroy the self but 
confronts it with its own propensity to evil. Paradoxi­
cally, however, the effort to pierce the darkness is 
a grace-inspired act in the mystical tradition. There 
comes a point where the soul is virtually powerless to
^Symons, pp. 19-20,
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exert Its powers. Grace saves the soul from destruction. 
For Conrad's heroes, Kurtz for example, piercing the 
darkness Is accomplished without grace. Because It Is 
without grace, the act results In the destruction of 
the person. To say then that Conrad differs from the 
Christian mystics Is not to suggest that his vision Is 
essentially different. Conrad's Is a mysticism without 
grace. Where the Christian mystic can depend on forgive­
ness of sin In the final confrontation, Conrad's Kurtz 
has no assurance of any forgiveness, hut must submit 
to Inevitable destruction.
What Symons has done, I believe, Is give us a 
vehicle for understanding a central focus In Conrad's 
art. By comparing Conrad to the mystical tradition, 
Symons first enables us to understand Conrad In the 
tradition of a literature which creates a monstrous 
sense of evil, the Symbolist tradition, where Baudelaire 
In Les Fleurs du Mai and Rimbaud In Une Salson en Enfer 
create a vision of unsurpassed evil. Secondly, Symons 
gives us a scheme for understanding the relation of the 
dark night to the journey motifi the artists of dark­
ness, specifically Conrad, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and the 
mystics, realize that the quest for ultimate essence Is 
best expressed in terms of an Interior Journey at the end
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of which the darkness Is pierced either in a grace- 
inspired moment or by an act of self-destruction. In 
Conrad's novels there are few moments of grace. Instead 
there is an emphasis on destruction: the death of the 
hero occurs as a sort of consummation.
Even though Conrad's novels move toward a grim con­
clusion, I do not think that Conrad is merely fascinated 
with death in itself, for his attitude is clearly not 
morbid. Death for Conrad is a mystery that holds a key 
to life, and his treatment of death and destruction is 
symbolic of a transformation process made possible through 
art. In exercising his craft, the artist undergoes a 
type of annihilation, the purpose of which is to pene­
trate the veil of illusions. In other words, the artist 
is able to approximate the finality of death by a pro­
cess of self-effacement. In the history of mysticism 
such an approximation is common. The mystics frequently 
thought of themselves as dying, being pierced through 
the heart, or being consumed by fire. Likewise, Jonrad 
as artist underwent a purifying process in order to per­
fect his art. Conrad's letters reveal a personality 
so intent on achieving artistic perfection that almost 
any pain would be suffered for the sake of writing.
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In 1909 Conrad had written to Galsworthy and de­
scribed a fairly typical day of his work: "In the last
23^ months, I have written 187•000 words of which 130,000 
are of the novel, I sit 12 hours at the table, sleep 
six and worry the rest of the time, feeling age creeping 
on and looking at those I love! For two years I haven’t 
seen a picture, heard a note of music, had a moment of 
ease In human Intercourse— not really."10 He later 
writes to H, G, Wells and complains of complete exhaus­
tion from a type of mental convulsion and that he finally 
feels "secretly Irritable to the point of savagery,"11 
In 1910 Jessie Conrad was greatly worried about the com­
plete state of nervous exhaustion that had overtaken her 
husband. As early as 1898 the sense of pain and frustra­
tion is evident in Conrad's letter to Garnett: ”1 sit
down religiously every morning, I sit for eight hours 
every day--and the sitting down is all. In the course 
of that working day of 8 hours, I write 3 sentences 
which I erase before leaving the table in despair,"12 
The period from about 1897 to World War I is indeed the
10Jean-Aubry, II, p, 6,
11Jean-Aubry, II, p, 25.
12Jean-Aubry, II, p. 231.
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most painful years of Conrad's life and yet the time of 
his greatest artistic achievement. From chronological 
evidence at least it seems as if Conrad's personal de­
scent was literarlly profitable. At one point in 1910, 
Conrad speaks as a man returned from hell* "I feel like 
a man returned from hell and look upon the very world 
of living with d r e a d . "13
Conrad not only experienced the horrors of the night 
journey while writing, but he also turned the element 
of negation into a type of writing formula which expressed 
a passion for self-torture. In a letter to Edward Noble 
on October 28, 1895# Conrad tells how his efforts to 
write approach a process of self-destructiom "You must 
squeeze out of yourself every sensation, every thought, 
every image,— mercilessly, without reserve and without 
remorse: you must search the darkest comers of your 
heart, the most remote recesses of your brain,--you must 
search them for the image, the glamour, for the right 
expression . . . you must do it so that at the end of 
a day's work you should feel exhausted, emptied of every 
sensation and every thought, with a blank mind and an
13Madellne Hummel, "Fifty Unpublished Letters from 
Joseph Conrad," The Library Chronicle of the University 
of Taxes at Austin. 3 (M a y 1971)» p. 5^7
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aching heartj with the notion that there is nothing,—  
nothing left in you."^ Approximately a year later in 
a letter to E.L. Sanderson Conrad speaks of his artistic 
efforts in terms of purificationj "It is a fool's 
business to write fiction for a living . . . one's will 
becomes the slave of hallucinations, responds only to 
shadowy impulses, waits on Imagination alone. A strange 
state, a trying experience, a kind of fiery trial of un­
truthfulness, And one goes through it with an exhal- 
tatlon as false as all the rest of it. One goes through 
it,— and there's nothing to show at the end. Nothing! 
Nothing! Nothing! "Nothing" here does not refer to
literary output, but rather to the state of mind after 
writing. Conrad knows that quest for "ideal" values 
Involves such a renunciation of temporal values that the 
artist feels emptied of all sensations.
This quest for an ideal truth, like the quest after 
any ideal, is filled with the possibility of illusions. 
What Conrad fears most in his art and in life is that 
some ideal or formula outside one's own consciousness 
will become a motivating force. One must always rely
^ Jean-Aubry, I, p. 183.
^Jean-Aubry, it p. 283.
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on the truth of one's own sensations and not on a mere 
societal consensus of what Is true. Such an Insistence 
on the Inner sensations appears to be a rather subjective 
view of art. Once again, however, it must be emphasized 
that Conrad's insistence on the inner sensations refers 
to those feelings common to all men. The process of puri­
fication is basically one that uncovers the bonds of fra­
ternity and human solidarity. In order to achieve such 
am understanding the artist must stand back and suspend 
his purely private Judgment.
To speak of a suspension of Judgment is to imply 
a certain disinterestedness or passivity on the part of 
the artist. As a supreme craftsman Conrad was well aware 
not only of the fundamental illusiveness of the aesthe­
tic object, but also of the even greater difficulty of 
finding the precise symbols that point to something so 
insubstantial as truth. It is well known how much time 
Conrad consumed in finding precise words. Not enough 
emphasis is placed on what he called the resignation of 
the artist. For Conrad there were very few feelings which 
could be completely trusted, and as a result, he placed 
most faith in attitudes that result from facing some 
total experience. With so much of Conrad's work tending 
toward pessimism or a cosmic sarcasm, there is a tendency
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to interpret him as overly dark, mistrustful, and com­
pletely skeptical. There is no doubt that Conrad was 
skeptical about appearances. At the same time, however, 
he had a profound faith in what might be called ultimate 
virtues— those qualities in a man that enabled him to 
live with the insubstantiality of life. One such virtue 
is resignation, and it is applied to the human psychology 
as much as to the artistic quest. In A Personal Record 
Conrad statesi "Resignation, not mystic, not detached, 
but resignation, open-eyed, conscious, informed by love, 
is the only one of our feelings for which it is impossible 
to become a sham" (VI, xxi), Somehow this is a very 
positive virtue because in the chaos of emotions it is 
a stable stance that is not self-isolating by forcing 
a person into withdrawal. Rather, resignation provides 
a perspective in which one can accept human limitation. 
Elsewhere in A Personal Record Conrad speaks of the nov­
elist being hidden behind a veil, "a suspected rather 
than a seen presence— a movement and a voice behind the 
draperies of fiction" (VI, xv). If at times resignation 
appears to be too passive a notion, it should be made 
clear that an act of resignation for Conrad is a positive 
and very active assertion of an artist. In very dramatic 
terms, in his essay on Henry James, Conrad speaks of
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renunciation as being a supreme acti "All adventure, 
all love, every success is resumed in the supreme energy 
of an act of renunciation . . . Like a natural force which 
is obscurred as much as illuminated by the multiplicity 
of phenomena, bhe power of renunciation is obscurred by 
the mass of weaknesses, vacillations, secondary motives 
and false steps and compromises which make up the sum 
of our activity" (III, 16). When Conrad speaks of an act 
of renunciation, I believe he realizes the importance of 
elements beyond the will of man. Adventure, love, and 
success are in themselves incapable of providing ultimate 
truth unless they are placed against a background of total 
mystery. There does not seem to be anything particularly 
Christian in Conrad’s renunciation in the usual ascetic 
sense of renouncing the evil of the world, the flesh and 
the devil. There is, however, a keen sense of finality 
in knowing too well that life is circumscribed by dark­
ness at its beginning and at its end. Only through a 
participation in the darkness can truth be known.
Conrad is also well aware of the proportion between 
light and dark elements. If light can be assigned to 
the lifetime of a man and what he can remember of the 
past, then all previous existence, future existence, and 
existence beyond the capacity of man's knowledge is dark.
In physical terms the darkness of the universe is more 
extensive than the light given by the stars. Conrad, 
like Lear, comes to realize that it is folly to rage 
against dark forces. His idea of renunciation, then, be­
comes an acceptance of fate, not in a stoic manner of en­
durance but in a positive manner of embracing the dark 
forces in the belief that the scheme of the universe pro­
vides at least some evidence of hope. There is something 
in Conrad's idea of renunciation and the ultimate conflict 
in his characters that suggests a link between human psy­
chology and the nature of the universei man in an act of 
renunciation participates in a fundamental act of the 
universe which itself renounces some forms in order that 
others may live. Just as the artist by creating enters 
into a universal law of creation, so too by renouncing 
himself the artist understands a basic metaphysical char­
acteristic of naturet light and dark, death and life, 
creation and destruction are aspects of a single process. 
In a letter to Symons Conrad understands the renunciation 
of the artist. He thanks Symons for praising his work, 
but then Insists that the artist must leave the scenet 
"But I stand outside and feel grateful to you for the 
recognition of the work— not the man. Once the last page
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is written the man does not count. He is nowhere."16 
Conrad’s personal self-effacement is unmistakable, and 
I think it can be argued that Conrad’s concern with the 
seeming futility of his work is more a matter of recon­
ciling himself with self-effacement than of insisting 
that the world has no purpose. Only when one is resigned 
to the nature of the universe will the universe reveal 
its secrets.
What finally emerges in Conrad’s purification as 
an artist is an understanding of the necessity of re­
nunciation, itself an act of annihilation. The very 
darkness of annihilation, however, can be a substance 
out of which art is made. In another letter to Symons 
Conrad speaks of "quarrying my English out of a black 
night, working like a coal miner in his pit."17 Working 
in such an atmosphere with such a dark material will be 
the purification of the poet. In a letter to E. L. 
Sanderson Conrad had spoken of "blazing like a bonfire" 
and consuming himself in order to give light.1® The notion
^Symons, p. 16. 
^Symons, p. 17. 
^-Sjean-Aubry, I, 196.
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Is not unlike Baudelaire’s welcome of the darkness and 
the Symbolist penchant for finding art In evil. The 
Ideas of an Inferno, purification, and renunciation can 
be illustrated In certain works. What should emerge is 
an understanding of the relationship between pain and 
suffering and artistic creation. Conrad, Baudelaire, 
and Rimbaud seemed particularly to learn their craft in 
hell, and Symons, familiar with both Conrad and the Sym­
bolists, spoke of Conrad as a Satanic figure spinning 
a web of evil.^^ The evil In Conrad is not a sensual 
debauchery, but rather a lurking power of negation that 
stands in the universe ready to cancel out an act of 
creation. The artist as the participator in the universe 
knows both the creation and the negation. His role as 
creator involves of necessity a starting point in the 
darkness of a void, a creation ex nlhllo analogous to 
the original divine act.
To give to the poet a creative power analogous to 
that of divine creation is, of course, to endow the poet 
with a divine nature. Once he is understood as being 
a participant in divinity, his role as seer becomes 
clear, since as divine personage he sees himself as
^Symons, p. 7.
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having a particular mission to fulfill. The personal 
mission of the artist Is to be the seer, and In this 
concept I believe Conrad Is squarely linked with the 
Idea of voyancy In Rimbaud. In the famous Voyant let­
ters Rimbaud clearly sketches out what he believes to 
be the role of the poet. First, the poet must be the 
seer, the one who Is able to see the mystery and trans­
mit It to mankind. Secondly, the poet can receive his 
information only from a thorough knowledge of himself.
By exploring his own mind he is put in touch with a uni­
versal consciousness. Thirdly, in the exploration of 
his own soul the poet arrives at the unknown. Fourth, 
to succeed in his method of transmitting his knowledge 
he must make his vision feltj that is, he must provide 
form for the formlessness in the unconscious. In each 
of these points Rimbaud is quite similar to Conrad.
That the poet should be a seer is hardly a dif­
ferent notion from Conrad's avowed purpose to make the 
reader "see," Rimbaud says, "I say that one must be a 
seer, one must make oneself a seer."^0 In addition to 
Conrad's emphasis on sight in the "Preface" there is 
another curious passage in A Personal Record where he
^Gwendolyn Bays, The Orphic Vision (Lincolni 
University of Nebraska Press, 1^64), p. 251.
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not only speaks of the poet as the seer but defends the
place of the prose writer who differs from the poet only
In having a longer method of treating the trutht
In the conception of a purely spectacular 
universe, where Inspiration of every sort 
has a rational existence, the artist of 
every kind finds a natural place; and amongst 
them the poet as the seer par excellence . . .
Even he, the prose artist of fiction, which 
after all Is truth often dragged out of a 
well and clothed In the painted role of Imaged 
phrases— even he has his place amongst kings, 
demogogues, priests, charlatans, dukes, gi­
raffes, Cabinet Ministers, Fabians, brick­
layers, apostles, ants, scientists, Kaffirs, 
soldiers, sailors, elephants, lawyers, dandies, 
microbes and constellations of a universe whose 
amazing spectacle is a moral end in itself (VI, 93).
Conrad's catalogue is a most interesting array of beings. 
In placing the artist among them he not only gives him 
a unique function in a complex society, but also em­
phasizes the common bond the artist shares with all 
occupations. 3y calling the artist a seer, Conrad clear­
ly understands the visionary role of the poet. In a 
letter to Blackwood in 1897 Conrad says, "I aim at 
stimulating vision in my reader."2 -^
Ihe source of the poet's vision Is the thorough 
knowledge of himself, a notion Conrad emphasizes in the 
"Preface” when he speaks of the artist descending within
2lJoseph Conrad, Letters to William Blackwood and 
David S. Meldrum. ed. William Blackburn (Durham« Duke 
University Press, 1958), p. 10.
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himself to find "the terms of his appeal." Rimbaud 
makes a similar statement in the Voyant letters when 
he speaks of soul-searching as a necessary prerequisite 
for the poet* "The first study for the man who wants 
to be a poet is knowledge of himself, completely. He 
searches his soul, he inspects it, he tries it, he learns 
it. As soon as he knows it, he must cultivate it!"22 
Rimbaud later insists that the soul must be made "mon­
strous" in order that it may be understood. There is a 
decided difference in emphasis between Rimbaud, who 
focuses on mental aberration, and Conrad, who always 
returns to a steady, sober vision. But even Conrad was 
not averse to depicting the soul of man as being mon­
strous. Kurtz' soul had become a monstrosity, and the 
pervading fate that so often brings physical destruction 
to Conrad's heroes is called monstrous and terrible.
In A Personal Record Conrad speaks of the necessity of 
approaching Insanity in order to write: "All intellectual
and artistic ambitions are permissible, up to and even 
beyond the limit of prudent sanity" (VI, xx).
As the artist extends his vision, he becomes tor­
mented with doubts and uncertainties, since the final 
object of his whole quest is an insight into the unknown.
22Bays, p. 251.
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It would be needless to catalogue all of Conrad's syno­
nyms for "unknown." One is almost too conscious of the 
words "mystery," "illusion," "darkness," "void," "chasm," 
and so on that Conrad employs to capture a sense of the 
unknown. In Heart of Darkness Kurtz' plunge into the 
unknown is described as a madness. Rimbaud likewise 
speaks of almost going mad in search for a visionj 
"All the forms of love, of suffering, of madness, he 
himself looks for, he exhausts in himself all the poi­
sons, in order to keep only their quintessences. In­
effable torture in which he has need of all faith, of 
all superhuman strength, in which he becomes the great 
sick man, the great criminal, the great wretch of them 
all— the supreme Savant! For he arrives at the u n k n o w n ! "^3 
The problem of making the unknown recognizable to 
the reader is solved by an art of feeling, a discovery 
of Images that illumine the soul and enable it to sense 
the unspeakable terrors of the mystery. Rimbaud looks 
for a new language to accomplish thisi "This language 
will be soul for the soul, summarizing everything, per­
fumes, sounds, colors, thought hooking thought and 
pulling. The poet would define the amount of the unknown 
which becomes awakened in his time in the universal
2 3Bays, p. 251.
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soul . . He also speaks of the poet as being In
charge of humanityt " . . .  he must make his Inventions 
felt, touched, listened toj if what he reports from 
down there has form, he gives form* if it is without 
form, he gives formlessness. To find a language*—  
besides, every word being idea, the time of a universal 
language will c o m e ! "25 Rimbaud's reference to the sense 
appeal of art is exactly like that of Conrad's» "All 
art, therefore, appeals primarily to the senses." Later 
in the "Preface" Conrad again refers to the senses< "My 
task which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of 
the written word to make you hear, to make you feel— it 
is, before all, to make you see." Likewise, Rimbaud's 
"down there" is analogous to Conrad's "secret spring of 
responsive emotions" as the source of poetic activity.
What should be clear is that for both Rimbaud and 
Conrad the artist finds his materials in the inner re­
sources of his spirit. The artist's imagination is that 
which transforms the interior impulses into a correspon­
dence with a larger world. The artist is a Journeyer 
who in traveling through what Baudelaire calls "forests 
of symbols," arrives at a new knowledge. The idea of a
2i+Bays, p. 252. 
25Ibid.
Journey through a symbolic world is a central motif in 
several of Conrad's works, Heart of Darkness. The Nigger 
of the Narcissus. The Shadow Line, and "The Secret Sharer, 
and it also occurs in a more bizarre symbolism in Baude­
laire's "Le Voyage" and Rimbaud's "Le Bateau lvre."
In all six works there is the image of a boat em­
barking on a dark and mysterious Journey. The Journey 
in each case is hampered by perils: storms, calms, disease 
disillusionment, or terrors lurking on the shore. Also, 
in each work the "navigator" in moving from a state of 
relative innocence to a terrifying self-knowledge, con­
stantly seeks some light of understanding in order that 
he may begin to know what is happening to him. What is 
significant in all six works is that the boat Imagery 
is quite consistent with the idea of a descent into the 
self as Conrad speaks of it in the "Preface" to The Nlgger 
of the Narcissus. In all six works the boat clearly 
carries the navigator into a realm of the unconscious 
and not into an ethereal world of pure Platonic beauty. 
Symbolist aesthetic theory is particularly fond of utiliz­
ing the boat image to represent the Freudism ego descend­
ing into the dark regions of the unconscious.
These six works are not the only place the image 
of sailing is used to convey sm idea of a Journey through
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the self. In Baudelaire's "La Musique" the poet describes 
his emotions In terms of sailing. In Mirror of the Sea 
Conrad relates the sailor's quest to the central doctrine 
of the "Preface" to The Nigger of the Narclssusi "To 
see! To see! — this Is the craving of the sailor, as 
of the rest of blind humanity. To have his path made 
clear to him Is the aspiration of every human being In 
our beclouded and tempestuous existence. I have heard 
a reserved, silent man, with no nerves to speak of, after 
three days of hard running In thick south-westerly weath­
er, burst out passionately* 'I wish to God we could get 
sight of something'" (IV, 87). This contrast between 
"sight," "light," or "seeing" and an exterior darkness 
becomes a central Image In all six works which in vary­
ing degrees exemplify elements of the night journey.
Heart of Darkness is the clearest expression of 
Conrad's use of the night Journey. The motif is effec­
tive on several levels. In the first place on the 
literal, geographic level it Is an Interesting story, 
very well unified, and having a definite geographic 
progression, traces a Journey from London to the mouth 
of the river, up the river to the Congo and back again 
to London. Although Conrad is often accused of blurring 
the surface details, he does manage in Heart of Darkness
to capture a remarkable verisimilitude in the portrait 
of Marlow himself, the company accountant, the Russian 
attendant and, of course, Kurtz. There is nothing vague 
about Conrad's description of the accountant: "When
near the station I met a white man, in such an unex­
pected elegance of get-up that in the first moment I 
took him for a sort of vision. I saw a high starched 
collar, white cuffs, a light alpaca Jacket, snowy 
trousers, a clean necktie, and varnished boots. No hat. 
Hair parted, brushed, oiled, under a green-lined para­
sol held in a big white hand. He was amazing, and had 
a penholder behind his ear" (XVI, 67). Conrad completes 
the description by giving the full psychological im­
pression of the man in a brief sentence: "Yesj I re­
spected his collars, his vast cuffs, his brushed hair.
His appearance was that of a hairdresser's dummyj but 
in this great demoralization of the land he kept up his 
appearance" (XVI, 68). With equal attention to detail 
Conrad describes the atmosphere of the Jungle, the de­
sign of the boat, and the fireceness of the attack by 
the natives while always managing to convey the particu­
lar psychological quality of the scene. It is not enough 
to describe the rotting hippo meat. Conrad must speak 
of breathing and living dead hippo flesh. He thus always 
links the physical detail with the psychological.
85
In the same way, the actual physical Journey Is 
given a psychological significance that Includes a def­
inite suggestion that the narrative Is not only a jour­
ney into Marlow's soul, but also into the soul of all 
mankind. The elements of the night journey are unmis­
takable. Marlow begins the Journey in a state of rela­
tive innocence. Although he has had considerable experi­
ence on the sea, there are some places he has not been.
He desires the darkness of the Congo as something good. 
There is a sense in which he feels he must experience 
the Congo for his life to be complete. Early in the nar­
rative he tells of how he always wished to go therei 
"How when I was Just a little chap I had a passion for 
maps. I would look for hours at South America, or Africa, 
or Australia, and lose myself in all the glories of ex­
ploration. At that time there were many blank spaces 
on the earth, and when I saw one that looked particular­
ly inviting on a map (but they all look that) I would 
put my finger on it and say, 'When I grow up I will go 
there'" (XVI, 52). He then briefly mentions a few of 
the places he has been to and then refers to "the big­
gest, the most blank, so to speak— that I had a hankering 
after" (XVI, 52). This blank is, of course, the Congo 
as Marlow identifies it in the next paragraph.
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It is not too unusual that Marlow would feel called 
to a strange dark place, for he Is described quite early 
in the narrative as a "wanderer." He is a wanderer not 
in the sense of being an alienated man, but a wanderer 
in a psychological sense, a seeker after mysteries and 
an explorer of strange knowledges. Marlow's understanding 
of fiction is similar to Hawthorne's in the "Custom House" 
where Hawthorne describes the moonlight as casting a 
different glow to everything in the room, Marlow, too, 
understands episodes of life as having mysterious emana­
tions coming from themi "But Marlow was not typical (if 
his propensity to spin yarns be excepted), and to him 
the meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel 
but outside, enveloping the tale which brought it out 
only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one 
of these misty halos that sometimes are made visible by 
the spectral illumination of moonshine" (XVI, 48).
Marlow's tale is thus given unmistakable characteris­
tics of being more than a sea yarn. The universal sig­
nificance of the tale is emphasized repeatedly. The 
very opening of the story contains a description of 
London in relation to the whole earth« "The air was 
dark above Gravesend, and farther back still seemed con­
densed into a mournful gloom, brooding motionless over
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the biggest, and the greatest, town on earth" (XVI, +^5). 
There is the suggestion that the Journey will not be 
simply from London to the Congo, but from a civilized 
land of the present to a primitive region of man's past.
At one point Marlow emphasizes that the journey appeared 
to be going to the center of the earth» "The best way 
I can explain it to you is by saying that, for a second 
or two, I felt as though, instead of going to the centre 
of the continent, I were about to set off for the centre 
of the earth" (XVI, 60). The center of the earth is 
traditionally the "location" of hell, and thus it is 
quite evident, especially in light of Marlow's emphasis 
on the intense heat of the jungle, that the Journey is 
quite explicitly a descent into hell.
That the Journey is not Marlow's alone but that of 
all civilized man is seen in Marlow's identification of 
the English with the past— the Romans. The narrator is 
quick to associate the English exploration from the Thames 
with the past explorations of Francis Drake and John 
Franklin, and Marlow draws a parallel between the English 
and the Romans, Marlow realizes that England in the time 
of the Romans "has been one of the dark places on the 
earth" (XVI, *4-8). Marlow's point is clean all civilized 
nations are primitive at their sources. Today's primitive
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region soon becomes civilized, while beneath the surface 
lies the original primitive man. The time of history is 
an incomprehensible mystery for Marlow. He realizes 
that his journey into the Congo is a Journey back through 
history to primitive origins* "Going up that river was 
like traveling back to the earliest beginnings of the 
world, when vegetation rioted on the earth and the big 
trees were kings" (XVI, 92-3). Earlier Marlow had sound­
ed the note of return to the primitive past when he 
marvelled at the way a mysterious life stirs in the wil­
derness* "Land in a swamp, march through the woods, and 
in some inland post feel the savagery, the utter savagery, 
had closed around him,— all that mysterious life of the 
wilderness that stirs in the forest, in the Jungles, in 
the hearts of wild men. There's no initiation either 
into such mysteries. He has to live in the midst of the 
incomprehensible" (XVI, 50). Marlow is, of course, re­
ferring to an anonymous young Roman warrior who first 
set foot in England, but he also is associating the wil­
derness with the fascination of the Incomprehensible.
Marlow further emphasizes that his Journey is not 
quite a literal one only by speaking of the unreality of 
the descent down the river* "How and then a boat from 
the shore gave one a momentary contact with reality"
(XVI, 6l). Later he again refers to the strange contrast
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between the inner world of the Journey and the outer 
environment when he is forced to wait for months before 
continuing into the Junglei "A taint of imbecile rapac­
ity blew through it all, like a whiff from some corpse.
By Jovel I've never seen anything so unreal in my life. 
And outside, the silent wilderness surrounded something 
great and invincible, like evil or truth, waiting patient­
ly for the passing away of this fantastic invasion” (XVI, 
76). Marlow is here referring to the natives carrying 
the ivory in a reverential manner. The very importance 
of the reverence anticipates the later revelation of 
Kurtz' hold over the natives and their ivory. What comes 
out most clearly is that Marlow senses quite early that 
his Journey will be tainted by death.
As in the traditional concept of the night Journey, 
the confrontation with death is gradual, preceded by 
numerous little deaths or horrors. Marlow's experience 
is like this. Nearing the Jungle, he perceives that it 
is so dark green as to be almost black. Even the sun 
does not give a light conducive to life, but is "fierce" 
causing the atmosphere always to be steamy. The descent 
into the Jungle blurs the senses 1 "For a time I would 
feel I belonged still to a world of straightforward facts1 
but the feeling would not last long. Something would turn
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up to scare it away" (XVI, 6l). As the geographic Jour­
ney takes Marlow into a greater density of wilderness, 
so too his psychological perception of the voyage in­
creases in intensity. He perceives death more clearly:
"We called at some more places with farcical names, where 
the merry dance of death and trade goes on in a still and 
earthy atmosphere as of an overheated catacombj all along 
the formless coast bordered by dangerous surf, as if 
Nature herself had tried to ward off intrudersj in and 
out of rivers, streams of death in life, whose banks were 
rotting into mud, whose waters, thickened into slime, in­
vaded the contorted mangroves, that seemed to writhe at 
us in the extremity of an Impotent despair" (XVI, 62). 
Marlow explicitly speaks of the Journey in terms of a 
nightmare, a symbol he also uses later: "It was like
a weary pilgrimage amongst hints for nightmares" (XVI,
62). Later after confronting the "remarkable" Mr. Kurtz, 
Marlow again speaks of the Journey as a nightmarej but 
this time there is the hint of the Inevitability of Marlow 
meeting the darkness: "I did not betray Mr. Kurtz— it was
ordered I should never betray him— it was written I should 
be loyal to the nightmare of my choice" (XVI, 1^1).
That the Journey becomes more of a nightmare becomes 
obvious as Marlow sees new horrors. He hears of a man
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who has hanged himself in the jungle. Then he uses the 
word "Inferno" to describe the Jungle: "My purpose was
to stroll Into the shade for a moment j but no sooner 
within than It seemed to me I had stepped Into the gloomy 
circle of some Inferno. The rapids were near, and an 
uninterrupted, uniform, headlong, rushing noise filled 
the mournful stillness of the grove, where not a breath 
stirred, not a leaf moved, with a mysterious sound— as 
though the tearing pace of the launched earth had sud­
denly become audible" (XVI, 66). He then notices that 
the natives are dying slowly. Death is beginning to 
occupy his mind so much that he refers to the company 
station as "the grove of death." Indeed, as he leaves 
the next day for a two hundred mile trip, he encounters 
more death, this time "the body of a middle-aged negro, 
with a bullet-hole in the forehead."
How that he is well within the Jungle, Marlow makes 
an interesting observation about his experience becoming 
"scientifically interesting." When Marlow had first ap­
plied for the Job to enter the Congo, he was examined 
by a doctor who had mentioned how scientifically interest­
ing it would be to study the mental changes of individuals 
as they endured the Jungle. What is interesting about 
this passage is that the psychological change in Marlow
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is anticipated by the doctor who knows that one does not 
enter the Jungle without undergoing a mental change.
Marlow now clearly admits that he is being changed.
As Marlow undergoes his mental change, he describes 
the Journey more in terms of a dream statet "It seems 
to me I am trying to tell you a dream . . . "  (XVI, 82).
The dream state is a vehicle for conveying the sense of 
eerieness Marlow feels as he senses he is being carried 
back into time. The emphasis he places on fantasy, frenzy, 
and distortion of the senses is a significant sign that 
the mental Journey is taking him into an unexplored region 
of the unconsciousness. Marlow's narration of the voy­
age has a certain feeling about it resembling that in 
Baudelaire's "Le Voyage"i "The steamer toiled along 
slowly on the edge of a black and incomprehensible frenzy. 
The pre-historic man was cursing us, praying to us, wel­
coming us— who could tell? We were cut off from the 
comprehension of our surroundingsi we glided past like 
phantoms, wondering and secretly apalled, as sane men 
would be before an enthusiastic outbreak in a madhouse.
We could not understand because we were too far and 
could not remember, because we were traveling in the 
night of first ages, of those ages that are gone, leav­
ing hardly a sign— and no memories" (XVI, 96).
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The horrors Marlow sees along the shore— the howllngs 
and the horrid faces— are terrible not In themselves, 
but because they remind Marlow of his human kinship with 
the savages» "Well, you know, that was the worst of it—  
the suspicion of their not being inhuman. It would come 
slowly to one. They howled and leaped and spun, and made 
horrid facesj but what thrilled you was just the thought 
of their humanity— like yours— the thought of your re­
mote kinship with this wild and passionate uproar" (XVI, 96). 
One is reminded of Baudelaire's "Au Lecteur" where the 
poet makes one so very aware of what humanity shares 
with savagery. The form of having observers in a boat 
view savagery on the shore appears also in Baudelaire's 
"Un Voyage & Cyth&re"1
Mals voil& qu'en rasant la cote d'assez prls 
Pour troubler les olseaux avec nos voiles blanches,
Nous vimes que c'£talt un glbet A trols branches,
Du ciel se dltachant en noir, comme un cyprls.
De feroces olseaux perches sur leur p&ture 
D^trulsaient avec rage un pendu d^ jll mftr,
Chacun plantant, comme un out11, son bee impur 
Dans tous les coins saignants de cette pourriture 
(pp. 296-97).
^behold I as we were skimming so near the coast 
that our white sails made the seabirds cry, 
we saw a gibbet, three arms on a post, 
black as a cypress, outlined on the sky.
Ferocious birds perched here were tearing away 
in their pasturage, a hanged man, ripe already, 
each planting its dirty beak, like a tool, in 
the bloody 
recesses of this morsel of decay jj
9 4
The horror that touches Marlow most closely Is, of course, 
the death of the helmsman whose blood splashes over Mar­
low's shoes. The horror of the heads on the stakes, the 
knowledge that Kurtz partook of "unspeakable rites," and 
the very Image of Kurtz himself, wasted, possessed by 
greed and devils, all lead up to the ultimate horror of 
witnessing Kurtz' death.
By the time Marlow meets Kurtz, Marlow Is well on 
the way toward his later realization, "Droll thing life 
Is." Marlow, as any night journeyer, begins to Identify 
with the horrors around him as they suggest to him the 
truths about his human nature. While Marlow does not 
exactly begin to hallucinate, he does, however, imagine 
the worst of horrors— to be buried alive* "I had turned 
to the wilderness really, not to Mr. Kurtz, who, I was 
ready to admit, was as good as buried. And for a moment 
it seemed to me as if I also were buried in a vast grave 
full of unspeakable secrets. I felt an intolerable 
weight oppressing my breast, the smell of the damp earth, 
the unseen presence of victorious corruption, the dark­
ness of am impenetrable night . . . "  (XVI, 138). Mar­
low sees Kurtz as a sort of second self and even calls 
him a "Shadow." When Kurtz is buried, Marlow states,
"And then they very nearly buried me." Marlow, of course,
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understands the horror that Kurtz saw, and has under­
gone a symbolic burial of his own— he senses that he has 
been taken through the regions of hell in order that he 
may come to know "that mysterious arrangement of merci­
less logic for a futile purpose."
After Marlow has completed the night journey, he 
can return to London. The experience of the Congo, how­
ever, remains to haunt him. The image of Kurtz constant­
ly comes to his mind when waiting for Kurtz' "Intended." 
Even as she speaks, he can only recall Kurtz' words,
"The horror! The horror!" The journey has given Mar­
low a new knowledge. He has certainly changed his atti­
tude toward truth because he lies twice after stating 
quite clearly early in the narrative how terrible a thing 
a lie is. He first tears off the last page of Kurtz' 
report and then deliberately lies to Kurtz' "Intended." 
Perhaps "deliberate" is not the right word, for Marlow 
is overwhelmed by her sincerity in contrast to the de­
pravity of Kurtz. His lie emerges in an effort to 
steady his heart still trembling from Kurtz' words. Mar­
low cannot bring himself to inflict the horror on another 
person. As all knowledge obtained on the night journey, 
Marlow's knowledge of Kurtz remains very personal, nearly 
impossible to retell except through a re-creation of the 
whole journey.
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Marlow is, however, quite able to tell the whole 
experience and in the telling he is true to Conrad's 
own aesthetic creed. What Marlow does essentially is 
to make the reader see the horrors of the journey and 
the particular horrors of Kurtz' life. The frequent 
references to "unspeakable rites," the creation of atmos­
phere in the descriptions of the foliage and the savages, 
and the gradual intenslficatlon of the narrative, which 
seems to move with the pace of the beating drum in the 
background, all combine to give the "magic suggestiveness" 
Conrad insists a work of art should have, finally, Heart 
of Darkness, more than any of Conrad's other works, a- 
wakens one's sense of both the primitive within man and 
the primitive, historical origins of the race.
While Heart of Darkness remains Conrad's best ex­
pression of the night journey motif, other works employ 
the motif to a greater or lesser degree and with a dif­
ferent emphasis. "The Secret Sharer," for example, has 
little of the geographic journey, hardly touches on the 
return to the primitive origins of mankind which is so 
central to Heart of Darkness, and is not concerned with 
any aesthetic consideration of the journey. Rather,
"The Secret Sharer" treats the psychological Journey of 
the captain, who in confronting Leggatt, confronts the
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sinister side of his own personality. The setting in 
which he confronts Leggatt is in a darkness and the cap­
tain's attitude is clearly introspective. He begins, as 
does Marlow, with am attitude of confidence, amd grows 
to understemd his own weakness so clearly that he cam 
only continue his Journey after Leggatt is off the ship.
The marks of the night Journey motif are evident 
early in the story. The ship is waiting to begin emother 
voyage and the point is made twice that the captain is 
alone with his waiting ship. The ship is described "at 
the starting point of a long Journey.” The air is calm. 
There is the suggestion in the calmness that the ship 
and captain are about to embark on a passage that will 
be more than a Journey on the sea* "In this breathless 
pause at the threshold of a long passage we seemed to 
be measuring our fitness for a long and arduous enter­
prise, the appointed task of both of our existences to 
be carried out, far from all human eyes, with only sky 
and sea for spectators and for Judges" (XIX, 92). That 
the Journey will have some serious meaning for the cap­
tain is evident in the way he feels uneasy. In being 
alone he becomes introspective, admitting that he is 
"the only stranger on board." His concern for his own 
personality is shown by his further admission of estrange­
ment from the ship and from himselfi "But what I felt
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most was my being a stranger to the shipi and if all the 
truth must be told, 1 was somewhat of a stranger to my­
self . . .  I wondered how far I should turn out faith­
ful to that ideal conception of one's personality every 
man sets up for himself secretly" (XIX, 93-if).
The captain's personality is portrayed as being 
ready for some startling change, and the atmosphere 
around the ship is portrayed with a similar ominousness. 
The familiar Conradian darkness envelops the shipi "The 
riding light in the fore-rigging burned with a clear, 
untroubled, as if symbolic flame, confident and bright 
in the mysterious shades of the night" (XIX, 96). Leggatt 
then appears as a phantom out of the dark sea which can, 
of course, be taken as the captain's unconscious, as Al­
bert Guerard suggests.26 Leggatt's ghostly appearance 
is evident 1 "The side of the ship made an opaque belt 
of shadow on the darkling glassy shimmer of the sea.
But I saw at once something elongated and pale floating 
very close to the ladder. Before I could form a guess 
a faint flash of phosphorescent light, which seemed to 
issue suddenly from the naked body of a man, flickered 
in the sleeping water with the elusive, silent play
^Albert J .  Guerard, Conrad the Novelist (Cambridge1 
Harvard University Press, 1958)» P. 22.
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of summer lightning in a night sky" (XIX, 97).
After the captain has begun speaking with Leggatt, 
it becomes clear both to the captain and the reader that 
Leggatt is causing an uneasiness in the captain's mind. 
There is a strong hint of a Journey within as the captain 
states, "A mysterious communication was established al­
ready between us two— in the face of that silent, darkened 
tropical sea" (XIX, 99). The communication becomes a 
bond of loyalty as the captain feels both the necessity 
of hiding Leggatt and the restlessness which results from 
knowingly harboring a fugitive. The captain is obvious­
ly becoming the worse for the ordeal of constantly worry­
ing about whether or not Leggatt will be discovered. 
Although he says that the ordeal is "unavoidable." the 
captain does not explain why he must keep Leggatt on the 
ship. Albert Guerard suggests that Conrad is dramatizing 
the "act of sympathetic identification with a suspect 
or outlaw figure, and the ensuing conflict between loyal­
ty to the individual and loyalty to the community."2?
The captain thus remains loyal to Leggatt for the same 
reason Marlow remains loyal to Kurtz— both Kurtz and 
Leggatt are human beings with something Important to 
say. Kurtz speaks of the horrible darkness at the heart
2?Gufirard, p. 2*4-.
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of all men, and Leggatt by his presence "speaks" of the 
division of self within the human personality. The cap­
tain, who gives free reign to his already introspective 
nature while Leggatt is on board, is in danger of neg­
lecting his duties. He must realize that loyalty and 
duty are not abstract principles which can always be 
adhered to, but rather are concrete actions which often 
conflict with basic human sympathies. As captain he must 
be loyal to his ship, and yet his basic humanity urges 
him to have compassion on Leggatt. Why should one have 
compassion for the fugitive? Conrad does not answer 
this in "The Secret Sharer," but the captain's feeling 
the compulsion toward Leggatt that Marlow feels toward 
Kurtz should give a partial answer. The fugitive is 
seldom a total beast surrendering all his humanity. 
Rather, he always retains enough humanity to be an ob­
ject of sympathetic identification and a reminder that 
all men have a propensity for evil.
If this is the "lesson" that the captain learns, 
it is surely one that causes him great anguish. Not 
only is he nervous about having Leggatt discovered but 
he must risk the ship and crew in a difficult maneuver 
toward shore to give Leggatt a chance to escape. The 
captain describes the ship passing the shore in images
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of the dead approaching the gate of helli "Then still­
ness again, with the great shadow gliding closer, tower­
ing higher, without a light, without a sound. Such a 
hush had fallen on the ship that she might have been a 
bark of the dead floating In slowly under the very gate 
of Erebus" (XIX, 1*1-0). The same allusion to Erebus Is 
picked up again In the final paragraph where the cap­
tain expresses relief that Leggatt Is now gone. It Is 
evident that Leggatt, although an encumbrance to the 
ship, must be removed before the captain can again be 
at ease. The suggestion Is that the Journey Into the 
self cannot go on Indefinitely. Some definite action 
must take place to displace the Immobility caused by 
Introspection.
The same theme of Immobility occurs In The Shadow 
Line where an evil, this time death and fever, possesses 
the community aboard the ship and causes the new captain 
to become almost paralyzed with fear. The gripping pre­
sence of death aboard the ship, the sense of supernatural 
power, and the helplessness of the ship In the calm all 
Invite comparison with Coleridge's "Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner" where the ship bearing a dead crew becomes the 
very reality the captain In The Shadow Line fears. On 
several occasions he refers to his fears of the ship
becoming a ghost ship carrying a dead captain and crew 
anywhere the wind might take it. As in "The Secret Sharer, 
the immobility of the captain is due to his introspective 
nature, and it is during the period of immobility that 
both captains undergo a maturing experience.
What is striking about The Shadow Line is Conrad's 
almost self-conscious attempt to dramatize a Journey 
from inexperience to experience. More than either Heart 
of Darkness or "The Secret Sharer," The Shadow Line is 
clearly an initiation of a young man into the responsi­
bilities of a mature captain. At the end the captain 
is even said to look older. Of course, the story is more 
than an Initiation of a new captain. With the same Con- 
radlan metaphors of ship, sea, and darkness the experi­
ence of an initiatory Journey is universalized into a 
tale of the supernatural. The captain's Journey is not 
his alone, but is representative of the "shadow lines" 
in every man's life.
Conrad is quick to universalize his image early in 
the narrativei "And the time, too, goes on— till one 
perceives ahead a shadow-line warning one that the region 
of early youth, too, must be left behind" (XVII, 3).
The image of the shadow line is interesting not only 
because of the Junglan implications of the term "shadow,"
but also because the nautical term itself marks a spot 
where the shallow water suddenly changes color revealing 
the greater depth of the ocean away from the shore. That 
one leaves behind a shallow existence to enter upon some­
thing quite deep, almost bottomless, is significant. The 
image itself carries a suggestion that consciousness it­
self deepens when one strikes out upon a new endeavor.
Since Conrad chose his epigraph from Baudelaire to 
begin his story, there seems little doubt that the story 
is intended to be a Journey in a special sense. The epi­
graph is the last two lines from Baudelaire's "La Musique, 
and whether or not the poem was an actual inspiration 
for the novel is a question that cannot be answered.
What is certain is that since the poem contains a re­
markable parallel in imagery to the central Journey 
motif in The Shadow Line, Conrad was at least impressed 
enough by the poem to use it as a condensation of the 
emotions conveyed by the story. "La Musique" contains 
a central image of the poet embarking on a voyage. The 
voyage is clearly figurative, for it is compared to 
music. The poet is thus engaged in a mental Journey 
that carries him as music is able to transport the soul. 
The soul of the poet is easily able to run free as long 
as the wind is strongi
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La poltrine en avant et les poumons gonfles 
Comme de la tolle,
J'escalade le dos des flots amonceles 
Que la nult me voile (pp. 134-35).
C«y lungs Inflated and my chest thrust out, 
like a Jib In a gale,
I escalade the backs of the surging rout 
In the night's veilT)
The nautical Image Is fitting because It Is obvious that
only a strong wind can convey a ship swiftly. In The
Shadow Line It Is a strong wind that the captain awaits
so that he can be transported. He believes that the
disease engulfing the ship Is caused by the calm and that
a breeze will not only move the ship but will also remove
the fever. In "La Musique" the Journey takes place at
night, which is described as a "veil." The poet then
associates his emotions with the movement of the ships
Je sens vlbrer en mol toutes les passions
D'un valsseau qui souffre (pp. 134-35).
[within me I feel quivering all the passions 
of a ship in distress]]
It Is clear that Baudelaire portrays the human passions 
as being driven by a wlnd-llke force and that the force 
is working like music— felt and heard, but unseen. Con­
rad's captain likewise feels that he is being driven by 
unseen forces, although he does not compare these to 
music. Aside from Baudelaire's references to a Journey 
on the sea and to sailing at night, there Is not as much
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similarity between The Shadow Line and the first two
stanzas of "La Musique" as there is between The Shadow
Line and the last two stanzas where the parallel becomes
exact, Conrad chose part of the last stanza for his
epigraph; he quotes only the followingi
. , , D'autre^ fols, calme plat, grand mlroir 
De mon desespoir!
What Conrad has excerpted is preceded by a reference to
the rocking motion caused by the wind and the sea. The
last two stanzas aret
Je sens vlbrer en moi toutes les passions 
D ’un vaisseau qui souffrej 
Le bon vent, la tempite et ses convulsions
Sur 1'immense gouffre 
Me bercent, D'autres fois, calme plat, grand miroir 
De mon desespoirl (pp. 13^-35).
Cwlthin me I feel quivering all the passions 
of a ship in distress; 
the good wind and the tempest with its convulsions
on the vast abyss 
rock me. Or a dead calm mirrors there 
all my despair.3
What Baudelaire has done is draw a parallel between motion
and passions and Joys. As long as there is motion by the
"music" (wind), there can be human passion. However,
when the music (wind) ceases, there is only a calm which
is symbolic of the static despair, The problem is, of
course, that calmness is not usually associated with
despair. To a sailor, however, especially one eager to
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move on, tempests represent progress and calms only cause 
a standstill. In The Shadow Line It Is the very immobility 
of the sea and air that gives the captain his feeling 
of despair. The storm, which Just about destroys the 
last remnant of strength in the crew, is, nevertheless, 
the salvation of the ship since it does blow it into port. 
In addition to this central image apparently inspired 
by Baudelaire, there are numerous other references to 
the night Journey, There is the circumstance of the 
about-to-be-appolnted captain leaving his previous ship. 
Apparently there is no reason for not signing back on the 
ship. In a moment of youthful restlessness, the narrator 
simply feels compelled to seek something else. It is 
important that the captain, like Marlow, is a type of 
wanderer, or at least the type of person who is always 
ready for adventure. The whole atmosphere of the Journey 
is eerie» Burns believes the ship is haunted, the sky 
and the sea take on a deadly calm, the bottles of quinine 
are discovered to have been switched, the fever paralyzes 
the crew, the captain has visions of a ghost ship, Burns 
performs an exorcism, and the ship is almost miraculously 
delivered. The ship sails in an almost supernatural at­
mosphere and the familiar Conradian darkness appears this 
time as an emanation! "After sunset I came out on deck
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again to meet only a still void. The thin featureless 
crust of the coast could not be distinguished. The dark­
ness had risen around the ship like a mysterious emana­
tion from the dumb and lonely waters. I leaned on the 
rail and turned my ear to the shadows of the night. Not 
a sound. My command might have been a planet flying 
vertiginously on its appointed path in a space of infinite 
silence" (XVII, 7*0. The captain clearly feels that his 
Journey is through space. The helplessness of his position 
brings him close to insanity.
That the Journey is very much influencing the state 
of the captain's mind is seen in his Journal entries.
He feels as if he has been tricked by the universe or 
"decoyed into this awful, this death-haunted command"
(XVII, 97-8). He speaks of his restlessness* "How many 
miles have I walked on the poop of that ship! A stubborn 
pilgrimage of sheer restlessness . . . "  (XVII, 9 7 ) .  He 
also senses that the Journey is timelessi "All sense of 
time is lost in the monotony of expectation, of hope and 
of desire . . ." (XVII, 97). The captain's mental crisis 
is also recorded in the second set of notes, where he ex­
presses his sense of failure at his first command* "Now 
I understand that strange sense of Insecurity in my past.
I always suspected that I might be no good. And here is
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proof positive, I am shirking It, I sun no good" (XVII, 
107). His interior paralysis has caused him to believe 
he is neglecting his duty as a captain. He feels that 
as captain he could command more strength out of the men, 
but as a human being he feels compassion for them. There 
is thus the same conflict as in "The Secret Sharer," where 
the demands of stern duty are in conflict with the demands 
of a sensitive human feeling.
The captain is not able to resolve his mental con­
flict until after the Journey, when he realizes he has 
matured in facing his limitations. Throughout the storm 
he realizes he can only remain passive. It is not that 
he chooses not to act, but rather that circumstances 
render any action impossible. Thus, there is a process 
of purification taking place as the captain more and more 
realizes the limitations of human action. At one point 
he refers to the ship as being without a crew and totally 
dependent on the windj "If the wind shifts round heavily 
after we close in with the land she will either run a- 
shore or get dismasted or both. We won't be able to do 
anything with her. She's running away with us now. All 
we can do is to steer her. She's a ship without a crew" 
(XVII, 123).
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There should be little doubt that the Journey for 
the new captain, as it was for the Ancient Mariner, in­
volved more than he had ever anticipated. Even as he 
reflects back on it, the voyage has a dream-like quality. 
He cannot remember sleeping and claims he has spent seven­
teen days walking the deck of the ship. Obviously he has 
not spent all the time for seventeen days walking the 
deck of the ship. In his own mind, however, he cannot 
recollect the ordeal in a precise way. As the captain 
leaves the ship, it becomes apparent that he has returned 
as it were from the land of the dead to a land of the 
living: "It is strange how on coming ashore I was struck
by the springy step, the lively eyes, the strong vitality 
of everyone I met. It Impressed me enormously” (XVII, 
130).
The captain in his Journey has learned a lesson about 
the relation between human activity and the forces that 
lie outside its domain. In the beginning the captain, 
although unsure of himself, nevertheless believed that 
his activity as captain would be enough to make a success 
out of the first command. After all, he is by the time 
he received his command one of the most skilled of sea­
men. Just as Marlow did not really expect to encounter 
such horrors as he did, and Just as the captain in "The
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Secret Sharer” never expected to undergo the conflict 
of loyalty he did, so too the captain In The Shadow Line 
In no way anticipated the "supernatural” spell that held 
his ship and frustrated all his efforts to command. In­
deed, it is this strange sense of the supernatural through­
out The Shadow Line which gives It its intense interest.
It hardly seems a coincidence (at least Conrad does not 
call it that) that Burns' "exorcism" works at approxi­
mately the spot where the old captain is buried. The 
fourth chapter of this study will treat more fully the 
role the supernatural plays in the story. For now it is 
sufficient to see that the mysterious power operates 
through Burns. Even the captain comes to believe this 
or at least to suspect it.
The role an extraordinary force can play in the 
lives of a close-knit group of men becomes more fully 
developed in The Nigger of the Narcissus, where the night 
Journey motif is used to emphasize human solidarity. Al­
though Marlow in Heart of Darkness recognizes the soli­
darity of the human race, he alone is able to perceive 
the communal corruption brought about by exploitation.
The Journey is largely his. In The Nlgger of the Nar­
cissus. however, the Journey more clearly involves the 
whole crew and for that reason becomes a night Journey
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for all mankind. All the familiar motifs of the night 
Journey are present! the ship and the sea are univer­
salized, the atmosphere is dark, there is the presence 
of death, a storm arises which provides a test for the 
endurance of the crew, and finally the ship is deliv­
ered when death is removed in the burial of Wait.
As usual Conrad spends little time before intro­
ducing the gloomy darkness which pervades the atmosphere 
around the "Narcissus." The second full paragraph de­
scribes the contrast between two streaks of light and 
the overall darkness around the shipi "The main deck 
was dark aft, but halfway from forward, through the open 
doors of the forecastle, two streaks of brilliant light 
cut the shadow of the quiet night that lay upon the ship" 
(XXIII, 3). A few pages later Conrad employs his familiar 
figure of dimly lit ships against a background of dark­
ness, and this time he gives the image an almost meta­
physical importance. First the darkness is given qual­
ities of serenity and purity as if it were an active liv­
ing spirit! "Outside the glare of the steaming fore­
castle the serene purity of the night enveloped the sea­
men with its soothing breath . . . "  (XXIII, 1*1— 5). Then 
the light of the ships is said to be feeble compared to
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the overwhelming density of the nighti "Scattered all 
over the dark polish of the roadstead, the ships at anchor 
floated in perfect stillness under the feeble gleam of 
their riding lights, looming up, opaque and bulky, like 
strange and monumental structures abandoned by men to an 
everlasting repose" (XXIII, 15).
Within the ship are the men who are clearly repre­
sentative of the human race: "They were the everlasting
children of the mysterious sea. Their successors are the 
grown up children of a discontented earth . . . They are 
gone now— and it does not matter. The sea and the earth 
are unfaithful to their children: a truth, a faith, a
generation of men goes— and is forgotten, and it does 
not matter!" (XXIII, 25). The Journey of mankind begins 
and Conrad portrays the ship as going not only over the 
ocean, but also through time and space: "The passage had
begun, and the ship, a fragment detached from the earth, 
went on lonely and swift like a small planet. Round her 
the abysses of sky and sea met in an unattainable fron­
tier" (XXIII, 29). The inhabitants of the sailing planet 
are burdened by anguish, sin, and pain. Conrad emphasizes 
the frallltles of the human race that hold it together, 
and in a later passage he speaks of the ship as containing 
the sinful remnant of mankind: "Nothing seems left of the
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whole universe but darkness, clamour, fury— and the ship. 
And like the last vestige of a shattered creation she 
drifts, bearing an anguished remnant of sinful mankind, 
through the distress, tumult and pain of an avenging 
terror" (XXIII, 5*0. Conrad sustains the Image of the 
"Narcissus" being hurtled through time and space and re­
emphasizes the Isolation of the ship and Its distance from 
the starsi "Remote In the eternal calm they glittered 
hard and cold above the uproar of the earthj they surround­
ed the vanquished and tormented ship on all sidesi more 
pitiless than the eyes of a triumphant mob, and as un­
approachable as the hearts of men" (XXIII, 77). The very 
Isolation of the ship in contrast to the sea and the sky 
makes her appear phantom-likei "In the magnificence of 
the phantom rays the ship appeared pure like a vision of 
ideal beauty, illusive like a tender dream of serene peace. 
And nothing in her was real, nothing was distinct and solid 
but the heavy shadows that filled her decks with their un­
ceasing and noiseless stirj the shadows darker than the 
night and more restless than the thoughts of men" (XXIII, 
1**5). Again it Is evident from this passage how Conrad 
reduces the ship to a phantasm. He paints it with purely 
imaginative qualities and then specifically compares those 
qualities to the thoughts of men.
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At the end of the novel the ship Is repeatedly spo­
ken of as the bearer of mankind. The final passage sum­
marizes the action of the night Journey by referring to 
It as a Journey through the underworldi "Then on the 
waters of the forlorn stream drifts a ship— a shadowy 
ship manned by a crew of shades. They pass and make a 
sign In a shadowy hall. Haven't we, together and upon 
the Immortal sea, wrung out a meaning from our sinful 
lives? Good-bye brothers! You were a good crowd. As 
good a crowd as ever fisted with wild cries the beating 
canvas of a heavy foresailj or tossing aloft, Invisible 
In the night, gave back yell for yell to a westerly 
gale" (XXIII, 173).
The vision that Conrad has given us Is of mankind's 
Journey through history and of any one man In a given 
lifetime. Clearly he sees man's sin not necessarily as 
one that Is personally caused but as one that Is a sin 
of nature, that Is, death. Although James Walt nearly 
dissolves the crew by Inciting them to mutiny and by 
acting as a catalytic stimulus to the hidden elements 
of discord In the crew, particularly In Donkin, Walt, 
nevertheless, binds the crew together by reminding them 
of their solidarity In death. Marlow has given us a 
similar view of human solidarity In Heart of Darkness.
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and in The Shadow Line it is death and fever which again 
are the bonds between the crew. The picture is bleak, but 
it seems unavoidable to assert anything other than that 
Conrad sees sin as one of the strongest bonds between 
men.
Conrad's vision of the sinful solidarity of humanity 
is not unique. In both Baudelaire and Rimbaud there are 
visionary Journeys into the soul of man, which is found 
to contain darknesses and horrors similar to those Con­
rad describes in Heart of Darkness. In Baudelaire's 
"Le Voyage" there is a journey of a ship through levels 
of the human consciousness and through time and space.
The Journey is symbolic for it points to degrees of 
awareness as the soul of man reaches out beyond the con­
fines of the purely material world into a strange realm 
of the "unknown." Much in the manner of Conrad, Baude­
laire portrays a world of dark recesses, illusory goals, 
demonic forces, and enchanted objects of desire, all of 
which center around a restless traveler.
In "Le Voyage" the sailing imagery appears in the 
second stanza*
Un matin nous partons, le cerveau plein de flamme,
Le coeur gros de rancune et de desirs amers,
Et nous allons, suivant le rhythme de la lame,
Beryant notre infini sur le finl des mers.
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Cone day we set out, brains aflame and brave, 
hearts full of sharp desire and jealousy, 
and we go, following the rhythm of waves, 
cradling our Infinite on the finite seaQ
There follows a contrast between two types of travelers,
the dreamers and the true seekers«
Les uns, Joyeux de fuir une patrie infamej 
D'autres, l'horreur de leurs berceaux, et 
quelques-uns,
Astrologues noy^s dans les yeux d'une femme,
La Circe tyrannlque aux dangereux parfurns.
Pour n'&tre pas changes en bStes, ils s'enivrent 
D'espace et de lumi^re et de cleux embrase'si 
La glace qul les mord, les soleils qui les 
cuivrent,
Effacent lentement le marque des baisers,
Mals les vrais voyageurs sont ceux-la seuls qui 
partent
Pour partirj coeurs legers, semblables aux ballons, 
De leur fatallt£ jamais 11s ne s'£cartent,
Et, sans savolr pourquoi, disent toujoursi Allonsl 
(pp. 316-17).
Csome, glad to flee an Infamous fatherland, 
others, the horror of their homes, and some, 
stargazers in the eyes of Woman drowned, 
tyrannic Circe with dangerous perfumes.
Not to be changed to beasts, they get drunk on light, 
the glowing heavens and the blue abysses) 
the suns that turn them copper, the ice that bites, 
slowly efface the bruises of old kisses.
But the true travelers are those who go 
Just to be goingi like balloons, their hearts 
cannot escape their buoyant doom, and though 
they don't know why, they always sayi Let's start0
What Baudelaire is contrasting are those who seek delight
in vanities, the escapists, and the true travelers, those
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who without reason know they must journey to a dark end.
In the third stanza of part two the ship imagery
appears again as the voyager is described as a seeker:
Notre ftme est un trois-m&ts cherchant son Icariej 
Une voix retentlt sur le pont: *Ouvre l'oeillfc 
Une voix de la hune, ardente et folle, crie:
^Amour . . . gloire . . . bonheurlfr Enfer! c'est 
un ecueil! (pp. 318-19).
CWe seek Icaria in our three-masted souli 
a voice shouts from the deck: "Keep a sharp eye!"
a voice from the main-top, wild and fervent, criesi 
"Love . . . glory . . . happiness!" Hell, here’s 
a shoaly
After Baudelaire establishes that the Journey is for the
purpose of searching, he then specifically speaks of it
as a night Journey:
Nous nous embarquerons sur la mer des T^n&bres 
Avec le coeur Joyeux d'un Jeune passager, 
Entendez-vous ces voix, charmantes et fun&bres,
Qui chantent: <(Par lei I vous qui voulez manger
Le Lotus parfume! (pp. 326-27),
CAs a young traveler's light heart rejoices, 
we shall embark upon the sea of Night.
Listen to those melancholy charming voices 
singing: "This way, if you wish to eat
"the perfumed Lotus(J
Finally in the last section of the poem the voyager sets
sail to a new land and is guided by an "Old Captain"—
death:
0 Mort, vleux capitaine, 11 est temps! levons 
1 ’ancre!
Ce pays nous ennule, o Mort! Appareilions!
Si le d e l  et la mer sont nolrs comme de l'encre, 
Nos coeurs que tu connals sont remplls de rayons I 
(pp. 328-29).
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Co Death, old captain, It is time! Holst anchor! 
This country bores us, Death! Get under way! 
Although the sky and sea are black as Ink, our 
hearts, as you well know, are full of rays^J
It is Interesting that Baudelaire associates death with 
an old captain because In Conrad's The Shadow Line It 
Is Bums' old captain burled In the Gulf of Slam who 
represents the presences of death that hold the ship. 
Like Conrad, Baudelaire portrays a series of hor­
rors along the journey, and like Conrad's Marlow, Baude­
laire's voyager comes to know the bond of evil that 
holds all mankind*
Pour ne pas oublier la chose capltale,
Nous avons vu partout, et sans 1 'avoir cherche,
Du haut jusques en bas de l'lchelle fatale,
Le spectacle ennuyeux de l'lmmortel j>4che 
(pp. 322-23).
["not to forget the principal thing* we've seen 
everywhere, and without having to try, 
on the fatal ladder, the low rung to the high, 
the dreary spectacle of Immortal slnj
What follows Is a list of the sins and sinners* harlots, 
tyrants, hangmen, despots, brutal mobs, and religious 
men filled with pleasure at their own mortifications.
The ultimate sin Is the blasphemy of the sinners who 
curse God In the name of religion. The fault of all 
these sinners Is their self-love. They are deluded by 
their own genius and seem totally absorbed In a com­
pletely solipsistlc world view. There are others who
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Baudelaire says are "less stupid," who enjoy madness and 
"take refuge In a vast opium!" These apparently see the 
futility of the search, the babbling of mankind, and 
abandon themselves to pure Illusion In a drug-induced 
state. The travelers report very pessimistically that 
such Is the news of the whole earth. The pessimistic 
news about human nature is as bitter to Baudelaire's 
voyager as it Is to Marlow. As Marlow recalls how ter­
ribly dark the horror of Kurtz was, so too Baudelaire's 
voyager realizes that knowledge of human nature is often 
bitteri
Amer savoir, celul qu'on tire du voyage!
Le monde, monotone et petit, aujourd'hui,
Hier, demain, touJours, nous £ait notre image:
Une oasis d'horreur dans un desert d'ennui I
(pp. 326-27).
CO bitter knowledge that one gains from travel! 
the monotonous trivial world, today, tomorrow, 
yesterday, always, makes us see your symbol: 
in a desert of ennui an oasis of horrorO
The final two stanzas of the poem state quite clearly
the necessity of the voyage, its inevitable dark quality,
the purification it will entail, and the faint hope
it will bring. Unlike Marlow, Baudelaire's voyager
plunges eagerly into evil, not feeling that some things
are "too dark altogether":
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0 Mort, vieux capitaine, 11 est temps! levons 
l*ancre!
Ce pays nous ennuie, o Mort! Apparelllons!
Si le d e l  et la mer son nolrs comme de l'encre,
Nos coeurs que tu connals sont remplls de rayons!
Verse-nous ton poison pour qu'il nous r£conforte!
Nous voulons, tant ce feu nous brftle le cerveau, 
Plonger au fond du gouffre, Enfer ou del, qu'Importe? 
Au fond de l'Inconnu pour trouver du nouveau t 
(pp. 328-29).
CO Death, old captain, it is time! Hoist anchor!
This country bores us, Death! Get under way!
Although the sky and sea are black as ink, our 
hearts, as you well know, are full of rays!
Pour us your poison that it may renew 
our strength. Fire burns our brains. Now let 
us leap—
Heaven or Hell, what matter?— into the deep, 
at the bottom of the Unknown to find the newfl
Obvious in the imagery is the notion of a Journey through 
the depths of evil or darkness. There is something un­
mistakably ultimate about the Journey since it is a con­
frontation with death. Here I think Baudelaire is speak­
ing of a confrontation on a metaphysical level, a Jour­
ney through the dark regions of the self to a finality. 
Whether the plunge is good or evil does not matter. What 
does matter is the realization that one is at an absolute 
level and longs to cross over into something new.
The theme of crossing a threshold into a region of 
mystery appears also in Rimbaud's "Le Bateau ivre" where 
again a ship is the vehicle for expressing a Journey into
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the unconscious. Like Baudelaire and Conrad, Rimbaud 
finds horrors In the soul of man and experiences a dis­
illusionment In search of the new. Rimbaud, too, comes 
to realize that any Journey towards some ultimate ex­
perience Is fraught with confrontations with sin which 
Is described by Rimbaud In terms of sensual debauchery 
much like Marlow speaks of the "lusts" of Kurtzi
There is a suggestion of the primitive world of 
Heart of Darkness In the opening of Rimbaud's poemi
Comme Je descendais des F^euves impassibles,
Je ne me sentis plus guide par les haleursi 
Des Peaux-Rouges crlards les avaient pris pour 
clbles,
Les ayant cloues nus aux poteaux de couleurs,^0
CAs I was going down the impassive Rivers,
I felt no longer guided by the haulers«
the yelling Redskins were emptying their quivers
at them, nailed naked to stakes of various colorsJ
The boat Images throughout are obviously similar to 
Conrad's use of sailing imagery, and, moreover, Rimbaud's 
depiction of the sea has the same elemental quality as 
In Conrad when the rolling of the sea at night is con­
trasted with the dim glow of a lanterni
28c, F, MacIntyre, trans., French Symbolist Poetry 
(Berkeleyi University of California Press, 19&6), p. 80. 
(All subsequent references to Rimbaud's "Le Bateau lvre" 
will be taken from this edition.)
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La temp&te a b£ni mes evells marltlmes.
Plus lesger qu'un bouchon j'ai dans£ sur les flots 
Qu'on appelle rouleurs £ternels de victimes,
Dix nults, sans regrettes l'oeil nlais des falots!
(pp. 80-1).
CThe tempest blessed my maritime awakings.
Lighter than cork, ten nights did I dance there 
on the rollers, called the eternal victim-breakers, 
without regretting the lanterns' silly stare]]
Out of the dark regions surrounding the traveler a
vision is revealed. The vision is said to be horrible
and the poet must admitt
Je sals les cieux crevant en eclairs, et les trombes 
Et les ressacs et les courants: je sais le soir, 
L'Aube exaltee alnsi qu'un peuple de colombes,
Et J'ai vu quelquefois ce que l'homme a cru voir!
(pp. 82-3).
Cl know the lightning-riven skies, the waves, 
the waterspouts and tidesi I know the night, 
and the dawn exalted, as with a flock of doves, 
and have sometimes seen what man thinks meets his 
sight 3
There is something very clear in the images described.
The poet has indeed seen what men think is but a hal­
lucination of the imagination, or what others, like 
Kurtz, considered too unspeakable to name. Where Con­
rad is illusive about what lies over the edge of con­
sciousness, Rimbaud is specifici
J'ai vu fermenter les marais enormes, nasses 
Ou pourrit dans les Jones tont un Leviathan!
Des £croulements d'eaux au milieu des bonaces,
Et les lointains vers les gouffres cataractant!
123
Glaciers, soleils d'argent, flots nacreux, cieux 
de braises!
Echouages hideux au fond des^golfes bruns 
Ou les serpents grants devores des punaises 
Choient, des arbres tordus, avec de noirs parfums!
(pp. 82-3).
[I've seen the swamps ferment, enormous meshes 
of traps where Leviathan rotted among the rushes, 
where in the midst of calms the water crashes, 
and the distances cataracting toward the abysses.
Glaciers, pearl-waves, hot skies, suns of silver, 
hideous standings in dark gulfs of gloom 
where giant serpents, by insects devoured, 
fall from twisted trees with black perfumesj
Rimbaud's description seems to be an expansion of Conrad's
description of the green foliage in Heart of Darkness.
Although Conrad paints the Jungle in sinister tones, he
does not specify the horrors in minute detail.
The dark vision of horrors is followed by one of
comparative brightnessi
J'ai vu des archlpels sideraux! et des ties 
Dont les cieux dllirants sont ouverts au vogueur:
— Est-ce en ces nuits sans fonds que tu dors et 
t'exiles,
Million d'oiseaux d'or 8 future Vlgueur?—
(pp. 86-7).
CI've seen star archipelagoes! and isles 
with frenzied skies wide open to the voyager* 
do you sleep through endless nights of self exile, 
a million golden birds, 0 future Vigor?]
The momentary brightness of the skies, however, becomes 
illusory since they seem too far into the future. Dawns, 
moons, and suns, supposedly bright images, become op­
pressive and bitter. The soul of the poet longs for
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its oblivion. At the end of the poem the poet appears 
to be reconciled with the impossibility of attaining 
pure ideals. He is rather satisfied if sorrow and suf­
fering will not dim his aesthetic sense but will enable 
him in the manner of a child to mollify pain with some 
small treasure of beautyi
Si Je desire une ^au d'Europe,, c ’est la flachp 
Noire et frolde ou vers le crepuscule embaume 
Un enfant accroupi plein de tristesses, ldche 
Un bateau frdle comme un papillon de mai 
(pp. 86-7).
Clf I want any water of Europe, it's a slough, 
black and cold, at the fragrant close of day, 
where, squatting, a sad child launches this new 
sailboat, frail as a butterfly of May.*]
The conclusion of the poem suggests that the poet cannot 
sail again with the same attitude of seeking beauty in 
a "pride of pennants and banners." There is the sug­
gestion that the horrors he has seen on the descent into 
the self have modified his ldealsi
Je ne puis plus, baigne de vos langueurs, 8 lames, 
Enlever leur sillage aux porteurs de cotons,
Ni traverser l'orgueil des drapeaux et des flammes, 
Ml nager sous les yeux horribles des pontons
(pp. 86-7).
[No longer, billows, bathing in your languors, 
can I overhaul the cotton-frelghters* wakes, 
or make my way through the pride of pennants 
and banners, 
or sail before the horrible eyes of the hulksJ
The poet has learned evil and now cannot sail with the
same enthusiasm as in the beginning. He is constantly
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reminded of evil.
The attitude of the poet In "Le Bateau ivre" Is not 
too different from that of Marlow In Heart of Darkness 
or from that of the Ancient Mariner In Coleridge's poem. 
The Journey Into the self was begun In curiosity, was 
modified by the horrors seen, and ended with a sobriety 
and knowledge of life that continues to terrify listeners 
afterwards. One cannot Journey Into the unconscious and 
return the same person. What one sees will continue to 
be a fascination to all who hear the tales.
It should be evident that Conrad In Insisting on 
drawing upon the Inner sensations of the soul, In mining 
those dark regions, and In feeling compelled to external­
ize them is In the tradition of the Symbolist aesthetic. 
Inherent In any soul Journey Is the annihilation of nor­
mal modes of perception, the rejection of "surfaces" as 
truths In themselves, and the final belief that it Is 
the insubstantiality beneath the surface that provides 
an understanding of essences. Journeying through dark­
ness and ending In terror, mystery, and the unfathom­
able, Conrad, like the Symbolists, Is able then to ex­
plore the "new" which Baudelaire envisions and the "de­
lirious fires" which so Intoxicate Rimbaud. With Con­
rad, however, the "new" and the "delirious" do not have
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the Intoxicating quality given to them by Baudelaire and 
Rimbaud. Rather, the "new" Is a steady, calm perception 
of the essences which remain for Conrad the unspeakable 
but symbolic silences of the universe.
Conrad's method for arriving at essential truth is 
almost as mysterious as the atmospheres he creates around 
It. He, of course, does not believe that any artist can 
explicitly state the truth. Rather, he must always point 
toward the truth. The artist in Journeying through the 
realm of the unconscious must re-create the murky atmos­
phere of the night Journey by using symbols which evoke 
Images in the mind. It is to this mysterious use of e- 
vocatlon that we must turn to see how Conrad uses occult 
imagery to attain the effect he desires.
CHAPTER IV 
THE OCCULT
When an artist speaks of "vision,” "suggestiveness," 
or "magic," he is using terms that have long been asso­
ciated with the occult arts. By occult arts is meant 
the practice of attaining spiritual knowledge, control over 
natural forces, power over the dead, or miraculous cures 
through a special faculty which places the person in a 
special relationship with a supernatural order. The prac- 
tioner believes that a heightened faculty of perception 
has been given to him which enables him literally to see 
more than others do. Practices generally associated with 
the occult are mesmerism, spirit worship, prophesy, phre­
nology, alchemy, and the various forms of magic. What is 
essential to any occult theory is that the inner con­
sciousness of the subject is felt to be heightened to a 
level where it understands not only its own nature but 
that of the spirit world as well. There is a resulting 
union of the nature of the subject with the nature of the 
spirit world. The occult generally involves an explora­
tion of the human unconsciousness and the existence of 
spirits on the basis that the human mind is very much 
analogous to the divine mind. The more the human mind 
can be refined, the closer it approaches the capacity of
12?
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a purely spiritual mind. It Is not the purpose of this 
study to explore the nature of occult practices. What 
must be understood Is that "visions,” "magic evocations," 
and "conjuring up of spirits" are all clearly in the 
tradition of the occult.
Rimbaud's theory of the seer poet, Baudelaire's 
exploration of the unconscious through drugs, his insis­
tence on the spiritual power of matter, and Conrad's use 
of the terms "magic suggestiveness," "evanescent instant," 
"mystery," "darkness," "phantom," and "spectre" indi­
cate a certain fascination with the baffling aspects of 
what Conrad quite plainly calls a "spectacular universe." 
In addition to the occult nature of the descent into the 
self that Conrad outlines in the "Preface" to The Nigger 
of the Narcissus and exemplifies in many of his works, 
he also quite clearly employs images and references to 
occult practices. More specifically, however, Conrad in 
Heart of Darkness. The Nigger of the Narcissus. The Shadow 
Line, and "Karain" makes frequent use of images of phan­
toms, visions, magic evocations, and cases of possession 
by spirits of the dead. That Conrad should have such 
imagery is quite consistent with his visionary goal of 
artistic creation* "to make you see." It is also quite 
consistent with Conrad's fascination with the nature of
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evil in man since evil often manifests itself in forms 
of inexplicable demonic forces.
Arthur Symons, in his brief study of Conrad, refers 
to Conrad's "satanlc" quality.1 What Symons recognizes 
is that Conrad has such a power over words that he is 
often able to cast a spell with them. One of the aspects 
of the occult is a return to the primitive state of man­
kind when words had a magic quality of evocation as they 
were used in chants and incantations. Conrad recognizes 
this primitive power of words in the "Preface" to The 
Nigger of the Narcissus when he speaks of the return to 
an "eternal rest" as if to suggest that what the artist 
actually achieves is a restoration of what has long been 
lost« "And when it the artist's task is accomplished—  
behold!— all the truth of life is there« a moment of 
vision, a sigh, a smile— and the return to an eternal 
rest" (XXIII, xvi). The same notion is contained a few 
paragraphs earlier when Conrad expresses his desire to 
restore the suggestiveness to old words whose meanings 
have worn thin by usage. This impulse toward restora­
tion is, of course, based on the belief that at one time 
in history words exactly corresponded with their meanings.
Symons, p. 7.
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The basis of this Idea of language as an exact 
correspondence with reality Is a belief In a pure language. 
One aspect of the Symbolist aesthetic was an attempt by 
the artist to discover the original language of man In 
the belief that this original language could be the uni­
versal one. Nineteenth-century philology was fascinated 
by the Idea of an Ursorache, and one linguistic theory 
was that all modern languages could be traced to a uni­
versal language. The Symbolists were not so much Inter­
ested In proving the Ursprache theory as they were In the 
Implications of the theory for nature. If there was 
originally one language, It must have had a mysterious 
force of suggestiveness that was capable of evoking many 
universal meanings through certain sounds. For the Sym­
bolists the concept of such a universal language was an 
Indication that language Indeed has always had a magical 
quality. At least one Idea of the origin of language 
was that the first words were magic words, that Is, that 
some kind of ritualistic words gave man a sense of power 
over nature. While It Is Impossible to determine ex­
actly what Is the origin of language. It Is relatively 
certain that primitive language had a magic quality to 
It. Words that refer to the Deity, for example, are often 
taboo words, the belief being that the Deity Is evoked by
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the very utterance of the word. Such is common in the 
Hebraic tradition where "Jahweh" was the unutterable word 
for God and only the priests were allowed to enact the 
mysteries hidden behind a veil. The Roman mass ritual 
in the old form also gave an element of secrecy to the 
words of transubstantiation as the priest was supposed 
to utter them very quietly and directly over the species. 
Since language has had such magic significance in ritual, 
the Symbolists were quick to explore the possibilities of 
all language being the evocation of universal forces.
Words were like magic, and when spoken, they could evoke 
the reality mentioned. The reality evoked was not a mys­
terious deity but rather some element of the unconscious 
which was thought to be a part of the spiritual force in 
nature itself. The Symbolists thus transferred the magic 
of words from external ritual to the subconscious. Gwen­
dolyn Bays in The Orphic Vision emphasizes this power of 
magical evocation when she discusses the sacerdotal power 
of the poeti "Beneath all Symbolist Weltanschauung lay 
Baudelaire's Hermetic doctrine of correspondence, whereby 
objects of the material world are magically charged with 
life and meaning which the poet must decipher and communi­
cate by the Mallarmean principle of suggestion. To evoke 
an object is to create it, Mallarme says in effect as he
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comments In Divagations ("Magie") upon the 'secret simi­
larity of poetry and magic.'"2
The fascination with the primitive, magical power
of words has another Implication other than that of evo­
cation. It provides a basis for a corresponding rejection
of belief In material progress. If the poet's Job Is 
really to uncover the primitive foundation of man through 
an exploration of the unconscious, then that unconscious, 
primitive element Is given a primacy over mere material 
progress, believing, as Bays puts It, "that man conceals 
only slightly his true predatory nature."3 In The Mirror 
of Art Baudelaire sees progress as suicidal, "a cruel and 
ingenius torturej whether proceeding as It does by a 
stubborn negation of itself, It would not turn out to be 
a perpetually renewed form of suicide, and whether shut up 
in the fiery circle of divine logic it would not be like 
the scorpion which stings itself with its own terrible 
tail— progress, that eternal desideratum which is Its own 
eternal despair."** The total condemnation of progress Is
2Bays, p. 15.
^Bays, p. 25.
^Charles Baudelaire, The MIrror of Art (London1 
Phaidon Press, 1955)* p. 19^.
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evident in Conrad's Nostromo and Heart of Darkness, where 
material advancement is like a disease that destroys in 
the name of maintaining good appearances.
The aesthetic fascination with a return to primitive 
sources thus becomes a two-edged swordt on the one hand 
the magical suggestiveness of a primitive communication 
is a way of arriving at a pure truth through the power 
of evocationi but on the other, the return to a primitive 
consciousness is also a calling up of forces of evil that 
are largely masked by civilized life. The Symbolists 
reveled in the fascination of this magical evil. Conrad, 
however, while aware of the necessity of evoking evil by 
a return to a primitive consciousness, still sees evil as 
a threatening menace and hardly something in which to 
glory. Nevertheless, in Heart of Darkness. The Shadow 
Line. The Nigger of the Narcissus, and "Karain" he has 
managed to conjure up evil spirits that are as haunting 
to the reader as they were to Marlow and his listeners.
Among the spirits conjured up are those of the dead 
who possess the living with a terrifying vividness. In 
Heart of Darkness Marlow is bothered by the thought of 
death from his first encounter with it in the thoughts 
about his dead predecessor, Fresleven, to his last encoun­
ter with it in being haunted by Kurtz' death. Then there
13^
are the "unspeakable rites" which Kurtz performs, rites 
which are attempts by Kurtz to conquer death. In The 
Nigger of the Narcissus it is James Wait who bears death 
to the ship, and Donkin and Singleton who have a most 
mysterious relationship with the presence of the dying 
Wait. In The Shadow Line it is Burns and the memory of 
the dead captain buried at sea which seem to possess 
the ship. In the short story, "Karain," the captain, 
Jackson, and Hollis are held spellbound by Karain's tale 
of being haunted by the spirit of his dead friend. In both 
"Karain" and Heart of Darkness it is the memory that is 
filled with the haunting presences of spirits. In The 
Shadow Line it is essentially the memory of the captain 
that is constructing the tale, and in The Nigger of the 
Narcissus, which is not narrated as a memory, it is the 
memory, nevertheless^ which gives the haunting vision of 
the final scene.
Conrad's use of memory as a narrative device is 
linked with the idea of the memory being a receptacle in 
which the dead live, as in the case of the terms "memorial" 
or the euphemism for graveyard, "garden of memories." It 
is clear in Heart of Darkness. The Shadow Line, and "Karain" 
that the memory not only holds the image of the deceased, 
but actually calls it into a life-like existence. There 
is no point in speculating about the relationship of
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memory of the dead with Conrad's view of an afterlife, 
but the relationship between the memory of the dead and 
the actions of the living is clearly brought out. In 
addition to the other descriptions fitting Heart of Dark­
ness— night journey, romantic adventure, psychological 
tale— it is also a tale of the supernatural, or at least 
the preternatural, in that it successfully creates and sus­
tains through Marlow’s memory an intensifying atmosphere 
of "unspeakable" horror. It is not, however, the horror 
of the tale which conveys its interest but rather the 
eerie sense of the continuity of the dead with the living 
which is established quite early in the story when the 
narrator recalls the early explorers on the Thames» "And 
indeed nothing is easier for a man who has, as the phrase 
goes, ’followed the sea' with reverence and affection, 
than to evoke the great spirit of the past upon the lower 
reaches of the Thames. The tidal current runs to and fro 
in its unceasing service, crowded with memories of men and 
ships it had borne to the rest of home or to the battles 
of the sea" (XVI, ^7). Marlow himself feels that not only 
has the spirit of adventure on the sea been sustained 
throughout history but the elemental darkness as well, 
a darkness which has only occasionally been pierced by 
light. Marlow refers to the "very old times" when the
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Romans colonized Britain and reflects that they too were 
possessed by a force of darknessi "But darkness was here 
yesterday" (XVI, 49). What intrigues Marlow about the 
Roman settlers in Britain was that they lived in the 
wilderness and that death was always near at handi "Here 
and there a military camp lost in a wilderness, like a 
needle in a bundle of hay— cold, fog, tempests, disease, 
exile and death,— death skulking in the air, in the water, 
in the bush" (XVI, 49). Marlow's description of the pre­
sence of death in the Roman colonization is very much like 
the description of death in the Congo where the oppressive 
heat, rampant disease, and tribal warfare make life quite 
precarious.
Marlow continues to explain why the darkness of the 
Congo had a fascination for him. He admits that as a 
boy he was lured by the blankness of the Congo, but by 
the time he prepared to go there, the Congo "had become 
a place of darkness" (XVI, 52). Then, the only explana­
tion he can give for his desire to command a steamboat 
up the Congo River is that "the snake had charmed me"
(XVI, 53). It is significant that he speaks of being 
charmed, for it not only suggests the idea of an irresis­
tible force behind him, but also carries the connota­
tion of the charm's being essentially evil. The corrup­
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tion suggested by the snake is inevitably bound up with 
the nature of man. Yet, I do not think that Marlow is 
interested in simply plunging into the evil of the Congo 
as much as he feels "called" by his predecessor, Fresleven. 
Fresleven, of course, had been stabbed to death by the 
natives for beating up a chief. Marlow is aware of the 
story of Fresleven, and speaks of himself as stepping into 
his predecessor's shoes. He feels he must meet Freslevem 
"Afterwards nobody seemed to trouble much about Fresleven's 
remains, till I got out and stepped into his shoes. I 
couldn't let it rest, thoughj but when an opportunity 
offered at last to meet my predecessor, the grass grow­
ing through his ribs was tall enough to hide his bones.
They were all there. The supernatural being had not been 
touched after all" (XVI, 5^). This passage is curious 
because it not only links Marlow with a past death but 
it also gives a supernatural quality to the endurance of 
the bones as if to suggest the "presence" or "shade" of 
Fresleven remained in the form of the bones. The same 
idea of filling the shoes of the deceased occurs again in 
The Shadow Line, where the captain is almost startled by 
the thought of living in the same room and sitting in the 
same chair in which the previous captain had died. There 
is an ominousness lurking in the captain's taking over the
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new command, an ominousness that suggests deatht "A 
succession of men had sat In that chair, I became aware 
of that thought suddenly, vividly, as though each had 
left a little of himself between the four walls of these 
ornate bulkheads? as If a sort of composite soul, the soul 
of command, had whispered suddenly to mine of long days at 
sea and of anxious moments" (XVII, 53). Both Marlow and 
the captain In The Shadow Line have Inherited a curse from 
a dead man, and the effect of being possessed by this dead 
figure out of the past is one essential facet of both tales, 
Marlow's journey is obviously haunted, and the further 
into the dark jungle he travels, the more aware of death 
he becomes. At one point he describes the river as "fas­
cinating, deadly— like a snake" (XVI, 56), Then, when he 
finally reaches the camp of Kurtz, Marlow Is startled by 
what he learns of Kurtz' practices, Marlow never does 
specify exactly what were the "unspeakable rites," but 
from the context of the story, as argued by Stephen A.
Reid, the rites seem to be acts of human sacrifice and 
cannibalism. According to Reid, Kurtz must maintain his 
power by convincing the natives that he Is immortal. Ac­
cording to the custom of the Congo, the man-god, upon 
reaching a time of sickness, was clubbed to death by his 
successor so as to avoid a natural death which would be a
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disillusionment to the natives. Kurtz is undoubtedly 
aware of this and, knowing that he is weakening, main­
tains his hold by sacrificing a strong warrior and then 
eating the flesh in order to convince the natives that 
by partaking of the young flesh he can forestall death 
indefinitely.^ The explanation is quite plausible, for 
it does explain Kurtz' behavior, and cannibalism is a 
sufficiently shocking practice to explain why Marlow is 
so horrified. It is easy to accept the natives as canni­
bals. Albert Guerard notices the vagueness in describing 
what the natives ate aboard the ship. Conrad only tells 
us that when the rotten hippo meat was gone, the natives 
stopped by the villages and got some "stuff like half­
cooked dough, of a dirty lavender color." Guerard wonders 
if the "stuff" is really human flesh.^ That Marlow prefers 
to keep his listeners uncertain as to what it really is 
would be in line with the "unspeakableness" of the prac­
tice. We know from the story that Marlow believes some 
things are too horrible to reveal. Cannibalism, certainly, 
is one of those things "too dark altogether" to reveal.
^Stephan A. Reid, "'The Unspeakable Rites' in Heart 
of Darkness," Modern Fiction Studies. IX(Winter 1963-^),
PP. 3^7-56.
^Guerard, p. 35.
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The theme of cannibalism and human sacrifice fits 
the image of death skulking in the wilderness in that it 
is the belief of the natives (and possibly of Kurtz) that 
death can be conquered by such means. Morbid though the 
thought may be, there is a suggestion throughout the story 
that the unspeakable rites do give a type of immortality 
or at least are capable of uniting the dead with the liv­
ing in a very real way. Who could ever forget having 
eaten a man or even having witnessed it? The memory would 
preserve the act forever. Conrad's point is clean there 
is a universal element in the human soul which is bestial 
and monstrous. The horrors, especially any connected with 
death, are among the most memorable events in human life 
because human life is haunted by the past and by the in­
evitable future which will bring annihilation through 
death.
As Marlow enters deeper into the darkness by getting 
to know Kurtz better, it becomes evident that Marlow him­
self is becoming haunted. He forms a bond with Kurtz, 
speaks of him as a "Shadow," and mentions wrestling with 
a soul. Such language does not reveal an ordinary un­
easiness one feels in the presence of death. Rather, it 
reveals an elemental shuddering of the human spirit con­
fronted with some ultimate psychological experiences.
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Marlow and the manager are discussing Kurtz' "unsound 
methods" without ever mentioning exactly what they are. 
Marlow feels called upon to defend Kurtz after turning 
"mentally to Kurtz for relief— positively for relief." 
Knowing that he is being plunged into a darkness of his 
own, Marlow feels that Kurtz, more than anyone, would 
understand what it is like to "breathe an atmosphere so 
vile." At this moment something of Kurtz enters into 
Marlow because he exclaims, "I was unsound!" He reflects 
on the deathly look of Kurtz and how Kurtz is "as good 
as buried." Marlow then experiences the full identifi­
cation with Kurtz and his unspeakable secrets: "And for 
a moment it seemed to me as if I also were buried in a 
vast grave full of unspeakable secrets. I felt an in­
tolerable weight oppressing my breast, the smell of the 
damp earth, the unseen presence of victorious corruption, 
the darkness of an impenetrable night . . . "  (aVI, 138). 
Marlow feels the same sense of being buried when Kurtz 
is actually burled: "And then they very nearly buried
me." A little later he remarks, "Mo they did not bury 
me." He explains, however, that the whole experience 
with Kurtz was a "shuddering wonder" taking place in an 
"inconceivable world." Marlow's recollection of Kurtz 
has the quality of a dream (nightmare). The content of
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of the nightmare was a vicarious death— Marlow feeling 
himself die through Kurtz. Of course, what Marlow actu­
ally experiences is a horror so shocking that he can only 
associate it with the thought of his own death and descent 
into a world of shades.
It would be quite insufficient to think that Mar­
low simply imagined or perhaps overstated the horrors 
he witnessed. Even after Kurtz* death he is affected 
by the haunting memory of which he cannot rid himself»
"All that had been Kurtz's had passed out of my handsi 
his soul, his body, his station, his plans, his ivory, 
his career. There remained only his memory and his In­
tended— and I wanted to give that up too, to the past, 
in a way— to surrender personally all that remained of 
him with me to that oblivion which is the last word of 
our common fate" (XVI, 155). Marlow is unable to forget 
the memory of Kurtz, but he cannot explain why. He feels 
that he is bound to Kurtz by "an Impulse of unconscious 
loyalty." When Marlow actually does visit the "Intended," 
he finds out that the presence of Kurtz within him is 
more than an impulse. Kurtz "appears" to Marlow in a 
vision that is described with the imagery of a ghoulish 
nightmarei
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I thought his memory was like the other memories 
of the dead that accumulate In every man's life—  
a vague Impress on the brain of shadows that had 
fallen on It In their swift and final passage» 
but before the high and ponderous door, between 
the tall houses of a street as still and decorous 
as a well-kept alley In a cemetery, I had a vision 
of him on the stretcher, opening his mouth vor­
aciously, as If to devour all the earth with all 
its mankind. He lived then before me* he lived 
as much as he had ever lived— a shadow insatiable 
of splendid appearances, of frightful realities; 
a shadow darker than the shadow of night, and 
draped noble in the folds of a gorgeous eloquence. 
The vision seemed to enter the house with me—  
the stretcher, the phantom-bearers, the wild 
crowd of obedient worshippers, the gloom of the 
forests, the flitter of the reach between the 
murky bends, the beat of the drum, regular and 
muffled like the beating of a heart— the heart 
of a conquering darkness . . .  I rang the bell 
before a mahogony door on the first floor, and 
while I waited he seemed to stare at me out of 
the glassy panel— stare with that wide and 
immense stare embracing, condemning, loathing 
all the universe. I seemed to hear the whispered 
cry, 'The horror! The horror!' (XVI, 155-56).
The presence of Kurtz' "Intended" calls back the full 
vision to Marlow, who speaks of her room in terms of 
mortuary imagery. Throughout the conversation Marlow 
keeps hearing Kurtz' wordsi "I saw her and him in 
the same instant of time— his death and her sorrow—
I saw her sorrow in the very moment of his death. Do 
you understand? I saw them together— I heard them to­
gether. She had said, with a deep catch of the breath, 
'I have survived’ while my strained ears seemed to hear 
distinctly, mingled with her tone of despairing regret,
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the summing up whisper of his eternal condemnation"
(XVI, 157).
It is significant that Marlow emphasizes how he 
saw Kurtz and the "Intended" together in a single mo­
ment. His description gives a sense of being transported 
to a world of the dead. He clearly experienced two dis­
tinct levels of being— one of the present time and one 
of the past, of the live "Intended" before him and of 
the dead Kurtz, who is also seen as present. The conver­
sation then turns to Kurtz' achievements, his love, and 
his example. Marlow, however, is still so held by the 
presence of Kurtz that the present time becomes inter­
preted in terms of a world of shades. Even the "Intended" 
becomes a shadow figure from the world of the dead: "I
shall see this eloquent phantom as long as I live, and 
I shall see her, too, a tragic and familiar Shade, re­
sembling in this gesture another one, tragic also, and 
bedecked with powerless charms, stretching bare brown 
arms over the glitter of the infernal stream, the stream 
of darkness" (XVI, 160). The vision is working so power­
fully on Marlow that in his own imagination he evokes 
the presence of a goddess of darkness who rules over a 
river of dark shadows. At the point where the "Intended" 
asks for Kurtz' last words so that she will have something
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to live with, the shade of Kurtz reasserts Its grip on 
Marlow as he wonders why she cannot hear the last wordst 
"I was on the point of crying at her, 'Don't you hear 
them?' The dusk was repeating them In a persistent whis­
per all around us in a whisper that seemed to swell men­
acingly like the first whisper of a rising wind. 'The 
horror! The horror!"’ (XVI, l6l).
The case of Marlow being possessed by the dead Kurtz
has a parallel in The Shadow Line, where the former cap­
tain, buried at the entrance to the Gulf of Siam, haunts 
Bums with such vividness that the captain too begins to 
believe in ghosts. According to Bums, the former captain 
was mad, and if we can accept Bums' account, we can see
that the first captain while alive already had an ability
to cast an aura of the unnatural over the ship. Bums 
tells us that his former captain was definitely mad and 
was determined to destroy the ship with everyone in it.
It seems that the captain played a violin, a fact not a- 
stoundlng in itself except that he played it all night and 
most of the day and was playing it at the time when he was 
seized by a fit. His last act before his death was to 
throw the violin overboard. I do not think any adequate 
explanation can be made for the violin playing except per­
haps to say that the music is suggestive of sorcery or
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enchantment. The old captain did marry "a professional 
sorceress from the slums," and Burns believes that this 
was one of the reasons for the old captain's eventual 
breakdown. Interestingly enough, she too plays a musical 
Instrument, which Burns explains "was the secret of her 
sortilege." We must remember that Conrad's epigraph for 
The Shadow Line Is Baudelaire's poem, "La Musique," where 
music is used as a figure for the stirrings of the soul and 
thus could be symbolic of a spiritual force. Then, too, in 
Heart of Darkness Marlow wonders what Kurtz really did for 
a living and learns from Kurtz' cousin that Kurtz was a 
musician. Marlow finds this easy to believe, for he him­
self thought Kurtz was a painter. Kurtz' cousin tells us 
how Kurtz "electrified large meetings." Perhaps there is 
no profound significance to the music image in Heart of 
Darkness and The Shadow Line, but it is plausible that 
since Kurtz and the late captain were both musicians, and 
Conrad chose lines from Baudelaire’s poem, music for 
Conrad was an image of spiritual power. In the "Preface" 
to The Nigger of the Narcissus he certainly says that 
music is the supreme art and that it has that "magic sug- 
gestiveness" necessary to art. What is certain is that 
both Kurtz and the old captain possess a power of sorcery 
that stems from their artistic natures. In both stories
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the theme of occult power is central and in both cases the 
power is administered through a partially insane medium.
'Both Marlow and the captain sense the power emana­
ting from the dead. The captain is quick to recognize 
his bond to the dead after hearing Burns' storyi "And 
like a member of a dynasty, feeling a semi-mystical bond 
with the dead, I was profoundly shocked by my immediate 
predecessor" (XVII, 62). What is shocking is not only the 
late captain's action but the very nature of what possessed 
him. The new captain senses that he too is part of that 
former captain and might as a result end up the same ways 
"That man had been in all essentials but his age Just such 
another man as myself. Yet the end of his life was a 
complete act of treason, the betrayal of a tradition which 
seemed to me as imperative as any guide on earth could be.
It appeared that even at sea a man could become the victim 
of evil spirits. I felt on my face the breath of unknown 
powers that shape our destinies" (XVII, 62). Just as Marlow 
saw Kurtz as being in league with devils, so too the captain 
sees his predecessor as being possessed by evil spirits. In 
both cases the possession by spirits is transferred to the 
successor— to Marlow and to the new captain.
Throughout The Shadow Line Conrad chooses to use 
images of sorcery to explain the calm that surrounds the
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ship and the fever that rages within iti "Not that the 
evil spell held us always motionless. Mysterious currents 
drifted us here and there, with a stealthy power made mani­
fest by the changing vistas of the islands fringing the 
east shore of the Gulf" (XVII, 84). The captain, who ad­
mits that he does not really believe "that a dead man has the 
power to put out of Joint the meteorolgy of this part of 
the world," nevertheless had Just previously told Burns 
that the calm was like "being bewitched." Bums in an act 
of premonition says that he can soon come on deck, "and 
then we shall see." What is to be seen? The captain is 
not sure whether this is a promise to grapple with super­
natural evil, but he plays along with Burns hoping that a 
sympathetic hearing will soothe the fever. Although the 
captain keeps insisting to Burns that the idea of being 
haunted by a dead man is "nonsense," Burns insists that 
once the ship passes the latitude where the late captain 
is burled everything will be all right. The captain, 
however, already begins to describe the strange calm and 
the presence of the raging fever in terms of magical forces. 
He claims that only some kind of "purposeful malevolence" 
can account for it. Then he describes the quinine sup­
ply as a "magic powder working against mysterious mal- 
efices," and speaks of the drug as having the power to
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break a spell. Again he repeats the notion of evil 
spirits driving the ship.
When the captain discovers that the quinine had been 
replaced by a useless powder, he becomes more convinced 
that evil forces are at work. He speaks of a "fiendish 
Joke," has a vision of the ship as a "floating grave," and 
then begins to describe Burns as being "disembodied," He 
speaks of Bums' "preternatural" features. His own anxiety 
causes him to have another vision of a ghost ship. The 
captain is now fully possessed by the sense of impending 
death and sees his crew's hearts as ceasing "to beat like 
run-down clocks." He faces annihilation and describes the 
darkness as that "before creation." The scene is set for 
the breaking of the spell. The darkness produces a few 
drops of rain and then "the darkness . . . had turned into 
water." How the ship and crew must contend with a storm 
and again Burns insists that they are over the dead cap­
tain's grave. Burns, remaining true to his vision of 
possession, comes on deck and performs his exorclsm--laugh- 
ing in the face of the storm as he had laughed in the face 
of the dead captain. To the amazement of the captain the 
exorcism works, and not only does the ship receive a favor­
able wind but Burns is restored to sanity« "By way of a
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sanity test I alluded on purpose to the late captain. I 
was delighted to find that Mr. Burns did not display undue 
interest in the subject." Then the captain tells how the 
spell was brokeni "Well it did get done about forty hours 
afterwards. By the exorcising virtue of Mr. Burns' awful 
laugh, the malicious spectre had been laid, the evil spell 
broken, the curse removed. We were now in the hands of a 
kind and energetic providence" (XVII, 125).
It is difficult to claim that such a tale is not pri­
marily one of the supernatural. In the preface to The 
Shadow Line Conrad is quite aware that the work is in­
terpreted supernaturally. He denies he intended it to be 
so, but he does not deny that there are supernatural ele­
ments. He simply asserts that he would fail if he conscious­
ly tried to write a tale of the supernatural. Certainly it 
is not a tale of the supernatural in the sense that Poe's 
are. Conrad does, however, manage skillfully 'to place an 
aura of the supernatural around flesh-and-blood men. What 
stands out most is how the mysterious and magical seem to 
be so embodied in quite ordinary events. The surface real­
ity is clear, but it suggests so much more.
Just as The Shadow Line has a surface credibility as 
a foundation for a tale of "magic suggestiveness," so too 
The Nigger of the Narcissus contains a realism of plot line
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and characterization that gives the supernatural effects 
so much more force. Although the central theme is the 
corrupting influence of James Wait on the human soli­
darity of the men on the "Narcissus,” that corrupting 
influence is transmitted by symbolic elements that bor­
der on the occult. The crew is infected with the death 
Wait carries with him. In a real sense his dying pos­
sesses them. There is the familiar Oonradian theme of 
death holding power over the souls of men. The inner 
consciousness of the crew is affected by Wait's power. 
There are elements of magic or sorcery in the characteris­
tics of Donkin and Singleton— in Donkin the demonic sym­
pathy with the corrupting power of Wait and in Singleton 
the high-priestly knowledge of occult phenomena. Single­
ton is described as a barbarian chieftain having a know­
ledge of the dark world: "Old Singleton, the oldest able
seaman in the ship set apart on the deck right under the 
lamps, stripped to the waist, tattooed like a cannibal 
chief all over his powerful chest and enormous biceps. 
Between the blue and red patterns his white skin gleamed 
like satin> his bare back was propped against the heel 
of the bowsprit, and he held a book at arm's length be­
fore his big sunburned face. With his spectacles and 
venerable white beard, he resembled a learned and savage
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patriarch, the incarnation of barbarism wisdom serene 
in the blasphemous turmoil of the world” (XXIII, 6). 
Conrad sums up Donkin's devilish appearance by calling 
him a "startling visitor from the world of nightmares" 
(XXIII, 10). In contrast to Singleton's serenity, Don­
kin is rough, insulting, lazy, and disdainful.
Donkin's malevolence turns out to be compatible 
with Wait's corrupting influence. The bond formed be­
tween Wait emd Donkin suggests an alllsmce with the pow­
er of evil. One almost thinks of the Biblical passage 
where Pilate and Herod are referred to as becoming good 
friends when one reads« "Donkin grinned venomously, 
r’rom that day he became pitilessi told Jimmy that he 
was a 'black fraud'j hinted to us that we were an im­
becile lot, daily taken in by a vulgar nigger. And 
Jimmy seemed to like the fellow!" (XXIII, 41). A few 
lines later Donkin is spoken of as "Jimmy's hateful ac­
complice." The hellish atmosphere created by Donkin 
and Wait is reinforced by the cook who at one point 
has a vision of hell which he tries unsuccessfully to 
convey to Jimmy. The cook, whose religious fervor is 
fanatical, urges Jimmy to repent before the everlasting 
fire of hell consumes him. The passage is interesting 
not only for the vision of hell contained, but also for
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the emphasis it places on the way the evil has seized the 
ship. The cook realizes the hold the evil has over the 
ship and believes, much like Burns, that he can break the 
spell if the crew, especially Jimmy, were to repent.
The notion of a spell holding the ship, a theme which 
appears in Coleridge's "Rime of the Ancient Mariner," Rim­
baud's "Le Bateau ivre," and Conrad's The Shadow Line, 
appears again in The Nigger of the Narcissus when it be­
comes quite clear how Jimmy is affecting the crew. Con­
rad speaks of the sea as enfolding the ship in its "im­
mense grip." Walt's corrupting influence is described in 
terms of an initiation into a mysterious rite: "We had the
air of being initiated in some infamous mysteries; we had 
the profound grimaces of conspirators, exchanged meaningful 
glances, significant short words" (XXIII, 139). Just as 
the spell from the dead captain holds the ship in The 
Shadow Line, so too Singleton interprets the changes in 
weather as being caused by Jimmy's nearness to death: "He
said that Jimmy was the cause of head winds. Mortally sick 
men— he maintained— linger till the first sight of land, 
and then die; and Jimmy knew that the very first land would 
draw his life from him. It is so in every ship. Didn't 
we know it? He asked us with austere contempt: what did
we know? What would we doubt next . . . Whoever heard of
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such a run of calms and head winds? It wasn't natural" 
(XXIII, l*H-^2). It is clear that the trouble aboard 
the ship and even the uncooperative weather are mysteri­
ously caused by Jimmy's slow death, Singleton knows 
that only Jimmy's death will break the spell. Jimmy does 
in fact die, and when the spell is broken, only Singleton, 
who seemed to know all along, can give a reason for the 
sudden turn in fortune. When news of Jimmy's death reaches 
the crew, only Singleton shows no surprise! "Singleton 
only was not surprised, 'Dead —  is he? Of course,' he 
said, pointing to the island right abeam; for the calm 
still held the ship spell-bound within the sight of ;rlores. 
Dead— of course. He wasn't surprised. Here was the land, 
and there, on the forehatch and waiting for the sallmaker—  
there was that corpse. Cause and effect" (XXIII, 15^). 
Jimmy's death is only the beginning of the breaking of 
the spell; the complete breaking occurs only when Jimmy's 
body actually hits the water. Again it is Singleton who 
provides an explanation for the phenomenon: ‘"What did
I tell you,' mumbled old Singleton, flinging down coll 
after coil with hasty energy; 'I knowed it— he's gone and 
here it comes'" (XXIII, l6l). Immediately the wind fills 
the sails and the men begin to talk of returning home.
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Conrad's use of Images of the supernatural, particu­
larly the use of some occult power to break a spell, occurs 
again in the short story, "Karain," which even more than 
The Nigger of the Narcissus or The Shadow Line speaks spec­
if lcaj.ly of a charm breaking a spell. Included is the theme 
of possession by a dead spirit which has cast a spell over 
a native chieftain. '’Karain" is the story of a Malayan 
chieftain Karain who by a magical power of personality 
holds sway over the people. Three English sailors— a 
captain who is the narrator, Jackson, and Hollis— become 
good friends with Karain since they meet him frequently in 
their trading with the natives. As spokesman for his 
people Karain does business with the Englishmen and comes 
to respect them. During one return to the island several 
years after last seeing Karain, the sailors are surprised 
to discover that Karain has been missing for some timej he 
seems to have lost his power. One night while the ship is 
anchored off port, Karain mysteriously appears on the ship, 
claims he has just swum out from shore, and asks for ref­
uge. He has a strange anxious look about him, a look that 
betrays a man far more than physically fatigued. The Eng­
lishmen gladly give him shelter and dry clothes, and when 
they ask him what has happened, he begins to tell an eerie 
tale of being possessed by an evil spirit of the dead. The
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narrative structure of "Karain'' is thus a story within a 
story, and the captain's own narrative has elements of the 
supernatural that set the stage for Karain's later narra­
tive.
Prom the beginning of the story, mysteriously called 
"A Memory," there is an atmosphere of uncanny spiritism 
present. Karain is described as being a magician-like 
figure holding control over his people by some inner power. 
The power he possesses is not political} it is described 
as something preternatural emanating from outside of him­
self, yet working through him. Conrad is quick to suggest 
that the power really hides a gaping void within the man. 
One inevitably thinks of the cavernous yawn of Kurtz which 
reveals a hollow man decorated with trappingsi "It was the 
stage where, dressed splendidly for his part, he struted, 
incomparably dignified, made important by the power he had 
to awaken an absurd expectation of something heroic going 
to take place . . .  He was ornate and disturbing, for one 
could not imagine what depth of horrible void such an elab­
orate front could be worthy to hide. He was not masked—  
there was too much life in him, and a mask is only a 
lifeless thing; but he presented himself essentially as an 
actor, as a human being aggressively disguised" (VIII, 6).
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The Impression given Is that Karain for all his power 
is still troubled by some insecurity; he seems to be pos­
sessed rather than in full possession of himself. It is 
significant that he could never be alone, but always had 
to have his swordbearer with him. Almost by nature he is 
suspicious. There is no apparent reason for his rise to 
power and his maintenance of it, and there is even less 
reason for his sudden disappearance two years later. West­
ern reason is baffled. Karain is sustained by something 
less certain— a mysterious universal force of light and 
darkness that descends on him alonei "He appeared utterly 
cut off from everything but the sunshine, and that even 
seemed to be made for him alone." Although the sun shines 
on him, darkness also has a penchant for himi "Day after 
day he appeared before us, incomparably faithful to the 
illusions of the stage, and at sunset the night descended 
upon him quickly like a falling curtain. The seamed hills 
became black shadows towering high upon the clear sky; 
above them the glittering confusion of stars resembled 
a mad turmoil stilled by a gesture; sounds ceased, men 
slept, forms vanished— and the reality of the universe 
alone remalned--a marvellous thing of darkness and glim­
mers" (VIII, 9).
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The universal darkness embodied In Karain might ex­
plain his disappearance. As the light had given him power, 
so too the darkness can take it away from him. His re­
appearance is as mysterious as his whole person. One 
night during a rainstorm, a night in which "the schooner 
trembled," Karain appears in the doorway of the cabin and 
startles the captain, Jackson, and Hollis, Again Karain 
is described as being from an unseen worldi "And we three, 
strangely moved, could not take our eyes from him. He had 
become enigmatical and touching, in virtue of that mys­
terious cause that had driven him through the night and 
through the thunderstorm to the shelter of the schooner's 
cuddy" (VIII, 23). Karain's face shows a fatigue from the 
long swim from shore, but it also shows a deeper fatigue, 
"the tormented weariness, the anger and the fear of a 
struggle against a thought, an idea— against something 
that cannot be grappled, that never rests— a shadow, a 
nothing, unconquerable and Immortal, that preys upon life" 
(VIII, 23).
As it turns out, the mysterious force possessing 
Karain is the memory of the dead, his dead friend, and his 
dead swordbearer. Karain is bound by the force of death, 
haunted by it and driven into flight. He speaks as a man 
returned from the grave, as one who has seen terrors.
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His tone is so frightening that at one point the three 
listeners become startled and jump up. Karain continues 
to speak as if in a trance* "The restrained fierceness 
of his tone seemed to rise like a voice from outside, like 
a thing unspoken but heardj it filled the cabin and enve­
loped in its intense and deadening murmur the motionless 
figure in the cabin" (VIII, 35).
Karain tells how he had loved a woman who was living 
with a Dutchman. The woman had a certain possession over 
him, and in his search for her he had killed his friend 
who accompanied him. Karain thus has a double sense of 
loss and a growing conviction of the futility of life. Af­
ter his first disillusionment he had sought the friendship 
of an old man, a prayerful man who later becomes his trust­
ed swordbearer. It is interesting to note how Karain finds 
in the wise man a total security* " . . .  but to me he was 
father, mother, protection, refuge and peace" (VIII, ^2). 
When the old man dies, this death, together with that of 
his brother, haunts him. In his despair, which is re­
activated in the telling of his story, Karain begins to 
shout with an almost demonic rage that so alarms his lis­
teners that they shout in alarm. The calm is restored and 
the captain, Jackson, and Hollis try to soothe the disturb­
ed Karain, who at this point believes he is haunted by an
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actual vision of his dead friend. Karain is thus possess­
ed by a vision of the dead in much the same way Marlow is 
possessed by the vision of the dead Kurtz.
Karain1s intense desire to escape the ghost he thinks 
is pursuing him leads him to ask for assurance from the 
white listeners. What seems most remarkable about Karain 
is the emphasis he places on the power of charms, magic, 
and spirits. He actually comes to believe that the three 
listeners are capable of giving him a new power to sustain 
his life. He specifically asks for a charmi "Give me 
your protection— or your strength . . .  A charm . . .  a 
weapon." What is obvious is that Karain believes he is 
under a spell. Hollis Immediately withdraws to find some­
thing and returns with a chest apparently containing some 
arcane secret. Gonrad draws particular attention to the 
care with which Hollis searches among the charms in the 
little box, a box in fact containing various curios he had 
saved from his voyages. The contents of the box are de­
scribed with a bit of Ironic disdain as if to suggest that 
the white men are really quite above believing in charms. 
The captain and Jackson are amused at Hollis' attempt to 
find a charm to placate Karain's evil spirit. Suddenly, 
the captain as narrator assumes a note of seriousness as 
he links the secrets of the box of charms to universal
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ghosts and powersi "And it seemed to me, during that 
moment of waiting, that the cabin of the schooner was be­
coming filled with a stir invisible and living as of sub­
tle breaths. All the ghosts driven out of the unbelieving 
West by men who pretended to be wise and alone and at 
peace— all the homeless ghosts of an unbelieving world—  
appeared suddenly round the figure of Hollis bending over 
the box . . . "  (VIII, 48).
What Hollis finally brings out is a Jubilee sixpence, 
hardly a charm at all. He manages to give it a magic 
quality, however, by attaching a leather strap and a 
ribbon to it so that it looks like a real charm that could 
be worn. The coin, of course, has an image of the Queen, 
and Hollis proceeds to convince Karain that the coin is 
a charm of special magical power. The captain has to 
convince Karain that Hollis is wise, and Karain does in­
deed believe. When the captain says, "Forget and be at 
peace," Karain appears to wake from a dream. This scene 
appears to be almost comical in that it seems to be a good 
joke on the gullible chieftain. The tone of the story, 
however, is too serious and the narrative detail is too 
well timed to suggest that the incident is to be taken in 
jest. Immediately after Karain appears to awaken from his 
dream, the listeners notice that it is now light again
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outside— they had spent the whole night listening to him. 
When Karain is brought out on deck, the captain convinces 
him that the ghost is not there any more. Again the nar­
rative detail is very convincing as it suggests that a 
real spell had been broken» "A shaft of bright, hot 
rays darted into the bay between the summits of two 
hills, and the water all round broke as if by magic in­
to a dazzling sparkle" (VIII, 51). Karain really be­
lieves that the evil spirit is gone and leaves the ship 
completely restored.
Conrad has set up an excellent problem in credibili- 
ty--one is never certain Just how the charm worked. Even 
Jackson some years later wonders whether the charm really 
worked. There is the unmistakable suggestion that what­
ever happened on that island was a real phenomenon that 
night when Karain told his story. Whatever "it" is in 
the island is still therei "’Yes, I see it,' said Jack­
son slowly. * It is therei it pants, it runs, it rollsj 
it is strong and alive> it would smash you if you didn't 
look out; but I'll be hanged if it is as yet as real to 
me as . . .as the other thing . . . say, Karain's story.’" 
The captain can only comment that Jackson had been too 
long away from home. The captain is, of course,imply­
ing that Jackson has spent too much time with the island
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people and Is beginning to be as superstitious as they 
are. Even though the captain is skeptical, the reader 
is as convinced as Jackson that something happened on 
that dark night. Through the use of images of the occult 
Conrad has again provided a tale that suggests far more 
than it implicitly states.
"Karain," although on one level a very good tale 
of magic, is on another a compelling description of the 
way the occult can seize hold upon the imagination. Even 
the captain was startled during Karain's narrative and 
his later skepticism seems to be an afterthought. What 
Conrad has done, I believe, is carefully to link the 
details of a narrative of the supernatural with the il­
lusory details of memory. The tale is a memory: the nar­
rator tells it as a reminiscence and Karain tells his 
narrative from memory. In the end there is the problem 
of Jackson's memory, and the whole structure of "Karain" 
thus becomes a sort of remembrance within a remembrance. 
Conrad as author entirely suspends his judgment as to 
the reality of the experience of that night and thus 
remains faithful to his artistic code in leaving the 
mysterious "final effect" beyond his power and in al­
lowing the tale to be highly suggestive. What is cer­
tain is that a startling preternatural occurrence takes
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place. The reality with which the whole tale is con­
structed by Conrad the artist leads one instinctively 
to link the mysterious subject matter with the artist's 
role of discovering the unknown. Conrad has surely de­
scended into the unconscious to link the elements of 
the occult with the equally mysterious working of the 
memory. The memory, by virtue of its ability to over­
lap images and continually suggest new relationships 
and hence evoke new meanings, takes on the quality of 
a magic power. Like The Shadow Line. The Nigger of the 
Narcissus, and Heart of Darkness. "Karain" becomes a 
tale in which a "magic suggestiveness" is achieved 
through images of the occult. In all four tales Con­
rad has descended into the human soul to explore the 
psychology of the mysterious and has expressed the 
soul's evanescence in an imagery as phantom-like as 
the realm of spirit itself.
CONCLUSION
It should be evident that Conrad, Rimbaud, and Baude­
laire are artists of the evanescent spiritual realm. In 
"Le Voyage” Baudelaire speaks exactly of the new, a mys­
terious something beyond the darkness of the ”01d Cap­
tain," death, Rimbaud in his idea of voyance gives to 
the poet a spiritual power, a vision of a new order where 
ordinary sensations are transformed, Conrad, when he 
speaks of the artist as a seer who strives to attain an 
"ideal” value through a language possessing a suggestive­
ness, also tries to achieve through art an order of ex­
istence beyond the material. All three authors, in 
creating a world so suggestive of a spiritual presence, 
have given to literature a method capable of expressing 
that area of life where the exact and undefined meet.
All three authors utilize a night Journey motif to drama­
tize the process of descent into the self whereby the 
artist arrives at an understanding of his powers. Final­
ly, all three authors remain convinced that material as­
pects are but appearances which yield glimpses of the 
infinite,
Conrad, however, is not content only to suggest a 
spirit world beyond ordinary appearances, but rather 
wishes to bring to life through art that very world of
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the infinite contained beneath ordinary surfaces. Con­
rad, more than the Symbolists, tries to sustain an atmos­
phere of mystery through use of images of the occult. 
Symbolist poetry, too, has something of an occult atmos­
phere around it, and, as has been shown, there are enough 
passages in Conrad to suggest an affinity between Conrad's 
art and the occult. That Symbolist poetry should have 
occult qualities is not surprising if one accepts Gwen­
dolyn Bays' thesis that Symbolist thought arose out of 
the Illumlnism of the eighteenth century and the Interest 
in occult sciences shown by German intellectuals of the 
same period. Bays lists Lessing, Herder, Ritter, Goethe, 
Fichte, Pestalozzi, Hamann, von Baader, Schiller, and 
Ilovalls as the chief proponents of occultism in Germany.1 
She then draws a link between the secret societies of 
Germany and those of France, and asserts that French
literary figures, particularly Nerval, Balzac, and Hugo
2
were consciously aware of the occult sciences. The 
culmination of an occultist Interpretation of art occurs 
in Rimbaud whose concept of "voyance" is so closely allied 
to occult quests for secret knowledge and to Conrad’s 
idea of the poet as a visionary.
^ays, p. bo, 
^Bays, chapter 3»
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Because the poet is a visionary, his role is related 
to that of the magician, Baudelaire's idea of correspon­
dence, Rimbaud’s theory of voyance, and Conrad's notion 
of "magic suggestiveness" all are related to magic.
Bays associates the poet with the magician and explains 
what is meant by a linking of the two» "The magician is 
a poet in the sense that he must bring order out of a primi­
tive chaos by means of words. He changes outer reality 
by introducing it into the inner subjective world. On 
the other hand, the poet is a magician in that he must 
materialize the spiritual, that is, by means of words 
he calls objects into being or conjures them up in the 
Gnostic sense in which to say and to create are one.
Thus, the poet in his capacity of magician must give 
pleasure, and the magician in his role as poet creates 
something new."3 It is evident that in both Conrad's 
and the Symbolist's aesthetic theory the poet and the 
magician share a place of importance in having special 
visionary powers. In Conrad, Rimbaud, and Baudelaire 
the poet/magician practices his art in the darkness he 
is seeking to conquer. All three artists bring a degree
^Bays, p. ^9.
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of light to the darkness through the transforming power 
of the imagination.
Such similarities should not blind one, however, 
to the very real differences between Conrad and the Sym­
bolists. Where the Symbolists Insist on a disordering 
of the senses to achieve an effect, Conrad emphasizes 
the slow process of ascetic self-abnegation. Where 
Baudelaire and Rimbaud achieve moments and flashes of 
vision, Conrad achieves a sober perception of essences. 
Where the Symbolists often minutely describe the spiritual 
nature of the vision, Conrad leaves the nature of the 
spiritual largely to the imagination and instead creates 
as best he can a world of literal exactness which con­
vinces us of its facticity without making us content that 
the historical fact is the whole truth. In the final 
analysis, Conrad comes closer to life, for his minutely 
rendered world is mostly credible while at the same 
time being revelatory of the spiritual mysteries which 
lie beneath surfaces. The artist does not haphazardly 
plunge into mysteries while disregarding the surface. 
Rather, the mysteries emerge in the very manner in which 
the artist presents the surface. As Conrad states, the 
artist does not "invent depths,— to invent depths is no 
art either. Most things and most natures have nothing
but a surface. A fairly prosperous man in a state of 
modern society is without depth,— but he is complicated, 
Just in the way you show him."*4’
ean-Aubry, 1, 22^.
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